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      Ruby shook her head in annoyance as she watched Jennifer flounce through the crowd toward the restroom. Meeting her at all was stupid enough. Meeting her here, though, that took some special effort at being dumb. Well done, Ruby. She sighed and finished off her Ringer, a Pilsner from a craft brewery on the other side of Nevada. She made eye contact with the bartender and pointed at the two empty glasses. The tuxedoed woman behind the long metal-and-stone bar nodded.

      Any of the wide variety of casino bars on the Ely, Nevada Strip, which resembled a mashup of the one in Vegas with Fremont Street in that city, could have hosted her reunion with her high school frenemy. Since the other woman offered the invitation, it had seemed only right to let her choose. Still, Ruby hadn’t expected Jennifer to select the one gambling hall that would have easily won the award for “Most likely to piss Ruby off.” Then again, that’s exactly the way she would have acted six years ago, so it’s probably stupid for me to be surprised.

      Looking around at the place, she had to admit that the Sunshi family had done a beautiful job with it. It was soft and elegant, all whites and golds and blues, making one think of the sky, mountains, or the oceans. Each of the casinos in Ely, Nevada was owned and operated by a different group of magicals, earning the town the nickname Magic City. It wasn’t as big as Las Vegas to the southwest or Reno to the west, but what it lacked in size it made up for in originality. The Mist was one of two gaming establishments owned by members of the reclusive Mist Elves, who had remained hidden from everyone on the magical planet of Oriceran for generations upon generations until finally, the allure of coming across to Earth proved too strong to resist. Ruby’s family owned the other one, called Spirits.

      None of the other magical groups had more than one casino. Her family and the Sunshis were the exceptions because they’d founded the kemana beneath the city in years long past as a home for the Mist Elves on Earth. She’d been in each of the other casinos many times but still liked her family’s best.

      Ruby looked down at her watch with a frown. This reunion had already gone longer than she’d hoped it would. It was her first time back in town in nine months, and although she’d seen her family a month before when they’d visited her in Massachusetts for graduation, she would have preferred to see them before having to cope with Jennifer. Another dumb move. Glad I’m getting them out of my system all at once. Well, I’ll get to see the fam soon enough.

      She plastered a fake smile on her face as the other woman returned from the restroom. As Jennifer slid into the seat next to hers, the bartender put their fresh drinks in front of them. Ruby nodded her appreciation at the server’s care, which eliminated any chance of the beverage being messed with while its owner was away. It was one of the many little things that made visiting Magic City a unique experience compared to the state’s other gambling destinations.

      Jennifer had attracted the attention of almost everyone she’d passed on the way back. She’d fit in much better in California than she does here. She was blond, blue-eyed, thin, and her cheekbones could still cut glass, just like in high school. Hoop earrings dangled under her long hair, and she wore a gold chain with a rhinestone “J” on it. Her white blouse was cut deep enough to entice the eyes, and her tight jeans were no doubt intended to do the same. Ruby’s jeans, t-shirt, and leather jacket didn’t begin to compare.

      They’d been sometimes friends and sometimes competitors in high school, and the other woman remained unaware that Ruby was a Mist Elf. Instead, she thought her an adopted daughter of the casino owners, as did almost everyone else who knew her. Camouflage, illusion, concealment—these were things Mist Elves excelled at, and keeping secrets was part of their very essence. Jennifer sipped her drink and flashed a wide smile. “So, tell me all about your degree. Some kind of computer thing, right? Took you long enough.”

      Always needling. Ruby fingered the golden sun pendant she constantly wore. In places like this, where anti-magic emitters protected the games from interference, having a magical backup for her disguise was always a good thing. It was also the only reason she could do any magic at all without letting her illusion of being a perfectly normal human fade. It would permit her to “accidentally” knock Jennifer’s drink into her lap with a small burst of force without revealing her delicately pointed ears or the tattoos that would appear when she summoned her power. That would be wrong. For some reason I can’t quite think of right now.

      Ruby sighed inwardly but kept her expression neutral. Carelessly displaying her emotions would never do. “No, not computers as such. Engineering. Electromechanical and Magical.”

      Jennifer gave a small, sympathetic frown. “It must be difficult, being part of a magical family but not being magical yourself.” It reminded Ruby of why they’d fallen out on more than one occasion. Still, something about the other woman remained stuck under her skin to keep them connected. Like a parasite, maybe. Wonder if there’s a medicine for that.

      “You don’t have to be magical to work on magical devices. You only need to know how to collaborate with magicals. That was one of the main things we did during the years I worked on my master’s degree.” Ha. Take that. Jennifer had stopped at a bachelor’s degree, preferring to jump into the working world. By all accounts, she was blazing her way up the corporate ladder at the travel agency that exclusively served Magic City. Still, graduate school was one thing Ruby had accomplished that the other woman hadn’t.

      “Who would have thought our Ghost would be so highly educated?” She delivered the line with a thin smile, but Jennifer clearly believed the old nickname still bothered her. It wasn’t particularly inventive despite Ruby’s pale skin, light eyes, and almost white hair. Combine that with the name of her family’s casino, and it became downright predictable.

      A standard deflection reached her lips but didn’t get past them. Instead, the sight of six human-sized and -shaped figures approaching the large cashier window about twenty feet away from where she sat caught her attention. The way they moved had snuck into her subconscious as a warning. They strode through the crowds with purpose, all of them heading on direct lines that would converge at the three windows that served as the casino’s cash exchange. Two paralleled the wall that held the cage, and the other four marched through the lanes between the gaming tables, pushing past magicals and non-magicals ranging from gnomes on the short side to Kilomea at the opposite end of the height spectrum.

      She thought to shout a warning to the ubiquitous casino guards as the bombs went off. One was behind the bar, and she was too slow to save the bartender. Her force shield snapped into place only an instant before the flame and debris reached her chair. Ruby had the reflexive presence of mind to wrap Jennifer in her protection, and they both flew backward, propelled by the energy that hit the shield, and tumbled onto the main casino floor. Once things stopped falling on them, Ruby pushed on Jennifer’s shoulder to keep her down and rose with a snarl to take stock of the situation.

      The thieves—their march toward the casino cage left little doubt what they were—had set the stage cleverly. Detonations had occurred in numerous locations spread across a wide area, to judge by the smoke and the shouting, and the casino’s guards logically moved to deal with the injured. Her rational brain observed that damaging innocent magicals from multiple species wasn’t a smart move unless the criminals wanted the whole town against them. She stored the idea away for later as water poured out of the sprinklers and sent chills through her as it slipped down the neck of her black leather jacket.

      Her first instinct pulled her toward helping the injured, like the security personnel, but she was concerned about the people in the casino cage. Not the money—any casino that didn’t have the appropriate amount of insurance to cover themselves against such things deserved to be taken for all they were worth simply for being bad at business. However, the criminals had already shown a willingness to wound or kill, and the Mist Elves behind the bars of the cage would have their magic blocked by anti-magic emitters. Even magical casino owners didn’t possess an abundance of trust in their employees, especially ones proficient in illusion.

      Weapons emerged as the figures closed on the cage, black pistols that looked like the 9mm ones she’d used at the shooting range near her university. Ultimately, what kind they were didn’t matter as much as their presence, and that the people they threatened couldn’t use magical defenses against them. Fortunately, the thieves were still outside the cage and far enough away from the gaming tables that there would hopefully be a gap in the defenses against magic use. She half-stumbled toward the wall while pretending to be more stunned than she was until she drew close enough to act but remained far enough away that they might not notice her doing so.

      Ruby had practiced martial arts since childhood. She worked her way through the human versions first, then specialized in the Mist Elves’ art, which incorporated magic as a fundamental element in its most effective form. Because she’d attempted to stay disguised, and performing magic caused her illusory humanness to falter, she’d learned to use it with and without invoking her powers.

      She knew getting involved was a risk, both to her safety and her ability to continue the pretense that she was human. Still, she couldn’t not intervene. Ruby had never been one to stand by and do nothing. She’d have to hope that the amulet she wore would be sufficient to cover her magic use. She also hoped that she’d be up to fighting at six-to-one odds long enough for someone to come and help her.

      Her eyes narrowed as the first man to arrive yelled insults at the workers behind the counter and demanded that they fill the bags he and the others threw at them. The workers looked at the manager, who nodded, and his people began to empty the drawers. For a moment, she thought they might all get out of it without further incident. Then the first thief demanded, “And the drop safe. Now.”

      The manager stammered, “We can’t open it. That’s the whole purpose of a drop safe.” His skin was even lighter than Ruby’s, offset by dark hair and eyes, and a sharp business suit concealed his thin body.

      Another of the criminals laughed. “I’m going to start counting. Whatever number I get to before that safe is open is how many bullets are coming your way when I run out of patience.” He smiled. “One.”

      The manager went even paler. “No, really. None of us can do that. Only our bosses.”

      The other man’s grin widened. “Two.”

      Ruby realized that whatever was going on, it wasn’t only about the money. The purpose remained unclear, but their actions weren’t consistent with the goal of getting out with the cash. She frowned at the scene. As water from the sprinklers dropped from her bangs into her eyes, she realized that she had the perfect way to even the odds, and if she was lucky, take out the bad guys without a fight.

      Stretching out her senses, she pictured a line of force connecting the men’s gun hands, then brought it to life and attached it to the power outlet nearest them. The water pooling in the channel she’d created carried the energy along it, and all the men dropped their weapons to avoid electrocution. She huddled against the wall and tried to look unimportant, but one of them must have noticed her motion and decided she was to blame for the strange occurrence. He pointed at her. “I’ll deal with this. You deal with her.”

      The remaining five walked toward her. Three of them drew collapsible batons from their pockets as they came. The other two rushed at her as though they’d tackle her.

      Guess today’s not my lucky day. Time to make sure it’s not theirs, either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby spread her stance and turned so she didn’t face the oncoming men head-on. A step away from the wall gave her room to move. No one around seemed to take an interest in her or the would-be thieves, so she resigned herself to dealing with this flock of morons on her own. The hard part would be keeping her use of magic subtle enough that she didn’t reveal her true nature to Jennifer if she happened to be watching. Something inside told her that would be a bad idea for all sorts of reasons.

      I should never have agreed to pretend in the first place, but when you’re young, and your mother and father tell you to do something, you do it. Now that it’s all built up into a big thing, I can’t risk messing with whatever they’re up to. She knew her parents would have had a long-term strategy in mind, way back when—Mist Elves didn’t make any serious decisions without considering the implications over at least decades, and usually centuries. Long lives will do that for you.

      Regardless, she’d avoid using magic if she could, in case her amulet was too drained to keep her disguise going. Non-artifact magical items demanded lots of care and attention, and in the move home, she might have given it a little less than it required. Or a lot less. It’s kind of a blur. Her time for thoughts that didn’t involve combat ended as the first man arrived.

      He and the second guy had clearly worked together before, as they’d widened out sufficiently that she couldn’t easily defend against them both at the same time. Against an untrained person, the tactic might have been alarming enough to be effective. However, she’d trained in fighting groups in several of her arts. It was familiar enough to be comfortable. She faded to her left, putting the nearer man between her and the farther one, and swept her arm in a graceful arc to intercept the jab he threw toward her face. Her open palm caught his wrist, lifted it, and pulled it forward as she dipped her head out of the way. Her upward punch slammed into his locked elbow and destroyed the joint with a snap and a scream. She stepped back and kicked him into the other man who’d arrived second, then backpedaled as the ones with batons sought to encircle her.

      Her sparring partners almost always underestimated her at the outset, as the initial attacker had. A couple of would-be muggers who’d tried her over the years had fallen into the same trap. Now she saw in her assailants’ frowns the realization that they’d encountered someone worthy of at least a modicum of respect. The nearest one whipped the baton at her ribs, twisting to put the power of his approach behind the blow. She spun away from it, only to find another of the weapons slicing downward at her head as she completed the first revolution. A step inward with her nearer foot reduced the area he could strike, and she grabbed his wrist, pulling the weapon down and past her. She chambered her knee and drove a kick back at the first one who’d swung at her, and he stumbled backward.

      She didn’t surrender the man’s wrist but instead yanked his arm up, spun underneath it, and used her leverage to force him to flip to avoid having the joint broken. Ruby snapped a kick that drove the toe of her heavy boot into his temple, and his eyes rolled up in his head. She dove forward as she sensed someone at her back and narrowly avoided a baton strike. The weapon passed close enough that it ruffled her hair. She fetched up against one of the gaming tables and felt the pressure of the anti-magic emitter as it tried to suck away the magic she was using to disguise herself. The amulet snapped to life as she pushed off the furniture to get out of the emitter’s range.

      The Mist Elves’ illusion skills were more than capable of evading the efforts of low-end anti-magic emitters, given how intertwined the powers were with their very existence. Unfortunately, gaming tables usually featured the heavy-duty models, which would rapidly drain her backup concealment option. She flowed out into the wide aisle that separated the gambling area from the former bar she’d enjoyed her beer at only minutes before and turned to face the remaining attackers. The one who’d been unarmed had retrieved the fallen baton, which was something she’d hoped to do.

      The element of surprise had allowed her to take out the first two quickly, but the rest of her enemies advanced warily. Damn it. They look like they’ve done this before. The groups she’d fought in martial arts practices often had the same attitude. No way around it. I’ll need my magic to give me an edge. Just have to hope for the best.

      Mist Elves based their fighting style on the elements: the planet’s surface, for solidity; the air, for acrobatics; water, for the ability to flow where danger wasn’t; and fire, for quick and devastating attacks. She ran toward the centermost opponent on the assumption that his partners would be less likely to attack if he was in the way. The man set his feet and swung the baton like a baseball bat, throwing all his force into a blow that would have crushed her chest if it had connected.

      It didn’t, of course. She’d planned for his actions and gave herself a boost of force magic to assist her jumping flip over him. Ruby grabbed his neck as she rotated over his head, then used it to throw him as she landed. A slight twist added to the move would have broken it, but she resisted. Her training taught her to kill if necessary, but she didn’t judge it so at the moment. She spun immediately, lifted her left arm vertically in front of her torso and face, and wrapped it in a cocoon of force magic. It intercepted the strike that one of the men aimed at her head, but she felt the shock of another impact her leg before it crumpled underneath her.

      She threw herself to the side in a roll to avoid the follow-up strikes. Her leg went from numb to needles and pins as the blow to the nerve bundle started to wear off. However, she was a prime target while on the floor, and the men circled to either side of her. She scrambled backward in a crabwalk but had to abandon it as the one on her right aimed a blow at her knee. Ruby yanked it back and caught the strike on the sole of her boot, then snapped out a weak kick at the man’s knee. He skittered back, and it gave her the opening to roll away from the other one’s attack at her head.

      She used another burst of force magic to lift her from the floor and send her spinning horizontally into the backpedaling opponent. He went down under her, and she made sure to stomp on his weapon hand as she pushed herself back to her feet to face the other one. Belatedly, she realized she’d lost track of the man who’d overseen the theft while the others dealt with her. The bullet that burned through the top of her left shoulder provided an agonizing reminder of his presence and location. Muttering a litany of swear words her family would be properly shocked to hear spill out of her mouth, she ran at the remaining one with the baton while weaving to avoid getting shot again.

      She stretched out a hand and used a tendril of force to bring one of the fallen batons to her. It slapped into her palm in time for her to use it to deflect a downward strike from her foe. She circled, and he did the same in the opposite direction, apparently not realizing she was trying to bring him into the last one’s line of fire. Nice when they’re not entirely competent. Although these are pretty good, all things considered. A flick of her wrist tested her opponent’s defense, and he smoothly intercepted the baton tip headed for his face with his weapon, then countered with the same move.

      Ruby leaned back to avoid it, then spun to the side as he stepped forward. At the moment his balance shifted, she snapped a kick into his knee. The blow lacked the force to break the joint, but it was sufficient to compromise his footing. She spun in reverse and whipped her elbow around at his face. The shock of impact occurred earlier than expected as he deflected her strike, and she instinctively swept her arm down in a block that intercepted the sidekick he launched at her ribs. They were too close now for batons and traded quick punches and kicks, blocking with forearms, shins, and feet.

      She clenched her jaw at the dual realizations that her opponent was well-trained and the wound in her shoulder slowed her down. She relaxed her control and let her natural magic flow from her, creating a veil over her fist as it traveled toward his face and an illusion of the incoming attack a half-foot to the right. He reflexively moved to block the danger his senses perceived, and the punch connected. He stumbled away from her and dropped his baton in surprise. She leapt into the air and delivered a flying sidekick to his chest that knocked him sliding backward.

      With the attacker down, the first man came into view again. He was lifting his pistol now, pointing it at the people behind the bars of the cage. She had no time for finesse and no way to intervene without calling upon her magic. She clapped her hands in front of her, and a wave of force rippled out from them, directed at a downward angle to hit the floor before it reached the innocent cashiers.

      It was still in full effect when it struck the man with the pistol and propelled him forward into the bars of the casino cage with the strength of a team of horses all kicking him at the same time. The cracking sound as his bones broke carried over the bedlam in the casino. He crumpled, and she met the eyes of one of the Mist Elf women in the cage, who gave her a respectful nod.

      The adrenaline left her, and Ruby staggered to a nearby wall and slid down it to the floor, the throbbing in her shoulder suddenly overcoming all other sensations. She put her head down, the long platinum hair occluding her face, and focused on solidifying her disguise again. Moments later, there was nothing left to suggest she was anything more than a regular human caught up in the crossfire.

      Nothing but the gazes from behind the cage bars that kept returning to her. Ruby shook her head. I definitely shouldn’t have let Jennifer pick our meeting place.
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      Ruby must have lost focus because the sudden thump and groan that accompanied Jennifer sliding down the wall to sit beside her almost made her scream. She pushed down the instinctive response and shook her head. “Damn, woman, you should warn a person.”

      Jennifer snorted, then coughed. The casino’s ventilation system was still working on the dust and tiny debris created by the explosions. “I called your name a bunch of times. Not my fault you zoned out.” She pushed a hand back through the tangled mess that her previously perfectly straight blond hair had become and scowled as it got caught. “I missed almost everything, I think. I spotted you as the guards blasted the last guy with magic.”

      Ruby blinked, then nodded to cover her surprise. “Yes. It’s good that the guards stepped in.” Her parents had always taught her that people tended to see what they expected, which offered a decided advantage for a group that used concealment and disguise as naturally as hers. “Did you hear anyone say anything about what the point of this was?”

      Her friend shrugged. “Looks like a robbery to me. I mean, what else could it be?”

      Ruby shook her head. “If it was a simple cash heist, these people were way dumber than they seemed. You’d be better off doing that almost anywhere than in Ely. Hell, it’d be easier to steal from a casino on the Vegas strip, and according to Ocean’s Eleven, no one other than George Clooney or the Rat Pack has managed that, ever.”

      Jennifer rolled her eyes. “I’m not positive that basing your opinion on a movie is the wisest choice. They teach you that in grad school?”

      “Ha. Ha.” A shadow falling over them deflected the witty retort that Ruby was sure would have immediately leapt into her mind. She looked up to see a powerful-looking woman standing next to them, dressed in a County Sheriff’s uniform: lots of brown fabric set off by metal, leather, and plastic in black. The officer was solid. The muscles at her biceps and thighs pushed obviously against the outfit, but she still looked like she’d be fast and light on her feet. Sizing up opponents at a glance was one of the things all her martial arts teachers had considered important, so Ruby had a lot of practice at it.

      The woman’s voice was unexpectedly relaxed, given the gravity of the circumstances. “Hello, ladies. Hold on a second.” She turned and shouted, “Paramedics, over here, now.” A man ran up to her after only a couple of moments, and she pointed. “Looks like a shoulder wound, at least. Check that out.” She went down to one knee so she’d be more or less at eye-level with them. “So, I’m Sheriff Alejo, and I’m overseeing the situation here. Seems like you had a front-row ticket.”

      Now that Ruby wasn’t craning her neck to see the other woman, she noted the slight wideness to her face, the darkness of her long hair, which had been pulled back into a professional braid, and the thin black eyebrows above her brown eyes. She looked like someone who’d be happy to welcome you into her home for a party but would be equally comfortable bodily throwing you into one of her cells if you caused trouble. Ruby replied, “Yeah, it got pretty exciting there for a minute.”

      Jennifer interrupted, “I didn’t see too much, but I think the bar blew up in our faces. Oh, no, is the bartender okay?” Her face fell as the reality of what had happened finally broke through whatever defenses she’d used to hold it at bay.

      The sheriff shook her head. “Afraid not. A few didn’t survive the attack, mostly those unlucky enough to be positioned right by one of the bombs.”

      Ruby frowned. “Only a few? That’s good, but what was the point of the explosives if not to kill people?”

      Alejo’s eyes came to rest on hers, and she read suspicion in them, but not specifically directed at her. Yet, anyway. “Seems like they used them as a distraction rather than to inflict maximum damage. There were a lot of easy ways they could have been much worse.”

      “Sounds like experience speaking.”

      She shrugged. “Twenty years in the Army, you see a thing or three. Let’s get down to the important stuff. The other people I’ve interviewed said they saw a white-haired woman fighting the attackers. I presume that’s you.”

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Why? What do you care about the casino’s money?”

      Dust tickled her nostrils, and she sneezed into her sleeve, then sneezed again as she inhaled the dirt smeared on it. When she’d collected herself, she answered, “I don’t, although if they wanted to give me some as a reward or something I wouldn’t say no.” The joke didn’t cause even a ripple of amusement on the other woman’s face. “It looked like they were going to hurt the workers in the cashier area. I couldn’t let that happen.”

      Alejo nodded slowly. “Even though it was one against six.”

      She shrugged. “I’ve done martial arts for exercise pretty much my whole life, and part of it has been fighting when the odds aren’t even.”

      A chuckle escaped the other woman. “Odds. Even. Casino. I see what you did there.” She brushed a stray hair off her forehead, and Ruby could picture her tipping back a cowboy hat, or maybe a sheriff’s hat, with the same motion. I bet she’s all “Aww shucks” right up until the moment she punches a bad guy’s lights out for him. She shifted her gaze to Ruby’s left. “And you? Notice anything different?”

      Jennifer shook her head. “No, I didn’t see much. The explosion threw us backward, and I was groggy for a while. When I got up, Ghost was fighting, then one of the guards blasted everyone.”

      “That tracks with what others have told me. By ‘Ghost,’ you mean your friend here, right?”

      Ruby interjected, “It’s a high school nickname. You know, from a time when we were much less mature.” She glared at Jennifer. “Ghost was nicer than Casper, anyway.”

      The sheriff straightened with a low groan. “I can see that. My skin and hair got me called ‘Dusty’ until I beat down enough people to convince them to stop saying it.”

      “Maybe I should’ve adopted that approach.”

      Alejo chuckled. “Never too late to start. Seems like you have the skills to make it happen.”

      Ruby let out a long exhalation. “Honestly, I don’t know what came over me. I guess getting blown up made me mad. Caused me to lose connection to my brain or something.”

      The woman towering over her called a name, and a uniformed man stepped into view. “This is Richardson. He’ll get your specifics, along with some contact information in case I want to have another word with you later.” She ambled off and the paramedic, who had been working on Ruby’s shoulder the whole time, spoke.

      “It’s a deep graze. I have it packed up, but you should visit a hospital or urgent care for further care. We have people who can’t move under their own power to take care of.” It wasn’t a denigration, merely a statement of the moment’s reality, delivered with a note of apology.

      She smiled at him as he rose. “No problem. Thanks for taking care of it. Already feels better.” It didn’t, but that’s what a normal, polite person would say, and she did so although she was neither.

      As he moved away, Jennifer observed, “He was cute.”

      Ruby sighed. “Really? Now?”

      Her maybe-friend shrugged. “Might be he wants to go to medical school. You could do worse than marrying a doctor.”

      She closed her eyes. “Not in the cards.”

      “Cards. Casino. Hah.”

      “Yeah, I’m a laugh riot.” She mustered her energy and pushed backward with her feet, sliding her back up the wall to stand. The room wavered a little but then steadied. “I need to get home. I’m going to grab the tram over to my folks’ place.” A ground-level monorail connected all the casinos in a large loop, and all residents of the town had free access to it through a small key fob or smartphone app.

      Jennifer rose as well. “Want me to come with?” Her tone suggested she didn’t want to, which wasn’t a surprise. She was pure human, as far as Ruby knew, and the rest of Ruby’s family were visibly not. It made some people uncomfortable and made others intrigued. Only a narrow band in the middle took it in stride, and most of her high school friends weren’t part of that segment.

      She shook her head. “No, I’m good, thanks.” They parted with a hug and a promise to get together again, and she wondered if Jennifer shared the opinion that it would be some time before that particular commitment was honored. Then she was free and moving toward the rear of the casino. As she passed the cage, a cashier gave her a small bow. He’d twisted his fingers into a symbol she recognized, one of the easiest to identify among the physical version of the Mist Elves’ language: “Thank you.” She touched her eyebrow in recognition, “Fare well,” in the same language. As with many of their words, it had a dual meaning. In this case, both a goodbye and a wish for health and fortune. Accompanied by a certain facial expression, the context would flip and it would become an insult. As much as we’re like humans in many ways, we’re unlike them in at least an equal number.

      She headed toward the tram but turned away when she was near the back of the casino and walked down an unmarked hallway. A tingle of magic was the only thing that distinguished it from countless others along the way. At the end of it lay a blank wall, but a murmured spell and a wave dispelled the illusion long enough for her to find the button that opened the door and press it. She slipped inside and closed it behind her. A railing surrounded a wide rectangular hole in the floor, easily twelve feet on the long side and ten in the other direction. A circular staircase descended through the opening for those without the requisite skill set for the preferred means of travel.

      She leaned over the railing and saw only darkness. The black metal of the steps disappeared in the lack of lighting. She grinned, leapt over the banister, and fell into the endless black.
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      Of course, the darkness wasn’t truly endless. It only seemed that way from above. She kept her body vertically oriented with small bursts of force magic against the shaft’s stone walls. Dim lights inset into those walls indicated her depth, counting down to the bottom. When three showed, she pushed force magic underneath her. At two, she increased it, and at one, she killed her velocity enough to land softly on the ground. She quickly stepped forward, vacating the passageway for the next person who needed it. The illusion at the top would have prevented anyone else from entering the room while she was dropping, but it never hurt to move rapidly after landing, in case.

      The kemana that lay under Ely was one of the most recently constructed, about a century old, give or take. The Mist Elves had created it for their use at first, unlike many others around the country that were intended from the outset to be shared among all the Oricerans in a given region. Its architecture and design reflected that fact. It was about twice as large as the city atop it, built in an almost perfect oval except where a natural feature that broke the shape was deemed beautiful enough to maintain, like the rock formation that resembled a lion near the easternmost point of the cavern.

      Kemana MountHaven was shaped a lot like the athletic stadium she’d visited for several football games while in college. The “field” area was oval like the rest of the space. In the center of it sat what looked like a modest castle, the home of the kemana’s titular leader, the “Lord” or “Lady” depending on their preference. A small street ran around it; also an oval, and spokes shot out from it to the edges of the bowl, intersected along the way by two more oval streets, these double the width of the central one.

      Tiers climbed the incline above the bottom, occupied by shops at the lowest level, then homes whose size got smaller as the stairs to access them rose higher. At intervals, the terraces were slightly larger to provide for narrow single-lane ring roads that encircled the area. The landing spaces for the casinos’ shafts all exited onto the same tier, which held only the vertical tunnels and a walkway to reach the stairs. Portaling to one’s home was always an option, but Ruby figured a short walk would help clear her head before dealing with her family. Plus, a healer along the way could see to her shoulder, and much better to have that done before her siblings and parents judged her for being at that particular casino in the first place.

      Purple crystals adorned the ceiling and combined with the soft white orb that hung directly over the palace to throw a warm glow over the hustle and bustle of the magical underground town. The structures were mainly of stone and wood, with metal primarily for decoration. The Mist Elves had a connection to nature on Oriceran, and brought that philosophy to their home on Earth. Ruby strode confidently toward her destination, the healer’s shop located on the lowest tier, conveniently more or less along the path from her current location to her family’s home. She could see the house in the distance, larger than the ones around it by at least half, as befit her family’s status as one of the kemana’s founders. Her parents had been among the first Mist Elves to relocate to the human planet once crossing became possible.

      That was probably the reason they wanted me to appear human, their spy to collect knowledge of those who might turn out to be enemies. I guess I should consider it a compliment. Still, it seemed a heavy burden to put on a child, if one was the child in question. She reached the healer’s shop and gently knocked on the door.

      It swung wide to reveal a large open reception area with a single being sitting in a tall chair. The bespectacled gnome in a formal purple robe who occupied it looked at her over the top of the book he’d been reading. He smiled upon recognizing her. “Ah, if it isn’t my favorite jewel.”

      She laughed as she stepped inside. “Challen, you’re such a flatterer.” At a gesture from him, the door swung closed behind her.

      He chuckled and climbed down from the chair, using the footrest set into it as a step. “I see you’re favoring your left arm. Let’s move into the back.” He led the way to his healing room, which had a cushioned table for her to lay upon surrounded by a raised platform that would permit him to walk around at the right height to examine and help her. “Okay to cut this?”

      Ruby nodded. “The EMT already stretched the hell out of it. Do what you need to.”

      He snatched a pair of scissors from a nearby tray and sliced a rectangular hole in her t-shirt to access the wound. He cleaned then used the same scissors to clear away the bandages the paramedic had applied and made a clucking sound. “Whoever packed this did a good job. We can do better.” He laid his palms on it and whispered under his breath, and a wave of warmth and pleasure replaced the pain that throbbed from the wounded area. Healing by laying on hands was a rare talent that cut across cultures in both planets’ history. To have a practitioner in the kemana was hugely beneficial to the community. Unlike most who lived in MountHaven, he’d been invited to relocate there and was paid a retainer to stay that allowed him to live in comfort, which was all he seemed to desire. Well, that and help with his experiments.

      That was how they’d met for the first time. He’d needed someone to collect a particular plant on the surface, and her parents had suggested she should do it since she wouldn’t attract notice in her human disguise. He, of course, knew she was a Mist Elf and not a human. Few others in the underground city did. She had tokens and items to explain her uses of magic if it became necessary to do so and was known to be a member of the Achera family by most everyone she encountered. Down here, the air held so much power that she could maintain the disguise without worrying about the power cost and did so automatically.

      When Challen lifted his hands, the injury was partially healed, reduced to an angry scarlet line and a lingering ache. He jumped down and told her to get up, then handed her a small flask filled with a dark red liquid. “Healing potion. Drink it tonight before bed. It will do the rest of the work once my magic wears off.”

      She grinned. “What if I decided to take it now?”

      He frowned. “You’d be insufferably rude.”

      A laugh escaped her. “I believe I’ve heard you describe me that way on more than one occasion.”

      He nodded. “Never truly. Only in jest. If you were to do it anyway, the combination of my healing magic and the healing potion would make you feel amazing, until you tried doing something with the arm that should have hurt and injured it again. Pain is a teacher. Heed its lessons.”

      Ruby sighed. “All right, all right, you win. Anything you need done around here? Small tasks I can help you with?”

      The gnome waved a hand. “No, no, I’m good. It’s part of my work for the kemana.” Then he gave her a shrewd look. “Ah, you’re procrastinating, aren’t you?”

      “Of course not.”

      He laughed, the sound like a chime in the small room. “Off to see your family, then?”

      “Gotta go. Been nice seeing you.” She opened the door and headed out.

      He called behind her, “Have fun, Ruby! Be sure to convey my greetings to your parents.” He was still laughing as she closed the door, perhaps more loudly than strictly necessary.

      Everyone’s a comedian, she grouched as she stomped toward her home. It was one of the few located at the cavern’s bottom since only the founding families were permitted to live among the more extravagant shops that filled the base layer. A high stone wall surrounded it, warded and protected against intrusion by any uninvited guests. The magic at the gate recognized her and allowed her entrance. The defenses snapped back into place the moment she passed through. No doubt they announced my arrival to everyone and anyone who happens to be inside.

      That assumption was confirmed as the large double doors that served as the main entrance to the house opened, revealing a tall, thin Mist Elf in a formal robe in her family’s silver and blue colors. A grin spread across his visage, showing brilliantly white teeth. He could have come from central casting with his perfectly upswept ears that ended in delicate points, the long hair that came down over his shoulders, and the perfect face structure. Not for the first time, she wondered if Peter Jackson had met with a Mist Elf before working on The Lord of the Rings. He hadn’t captured the elegance, but he’d gotten a lot of the rest of it right where her people were concerned.

      “Welcome home, Miss Ruby.”

      She walked up to him and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her cheek to his chest as he returned the hug. “It’s good to see you again, Matthias.”

      He laughed. “And you. It’s only been months, though.”

      She disengaged and smiled up at him. He was several inches taller than her, and she’d always suspected he wore lifts in his shoes to give him at least one of those inches. Despite investigating, she’d never been able to confirm it. “Yeah, but now I’m back for real, not for a visit.”

      He nodded. “We will be glad to have you back, believe me.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “The others being annoying?”

      Matthias leaned in as if sharing a closely held secret. “No more than usual.”

      She snorted and followed it up with laughter. “So, everyone hopes that I’ll calm things down, is that it?”

      “Perhaps, Miss. Perhaps. Also, you’re just in time.”

      She frowned, having totally lost track of the hours. “For what?”

      “Dinner.”

      Ruby groaned, and the older man grinned. “Maybe you should change clothes, though. Those are a little…dusty.”

      She looked down at herself, covered in debris from the explosions, plus a few telltale drops of blood on her jeans from being shot in the shoulder. She acquiesced with a sigh. “I suppose you’re correct, as always.”

      Matthias smiled wider. “Right this way, Miss Ruby. I’ll ensure you remain unseen until you’re ready to be seen.”

      She shook her head and followed him, wondering if the most painful part of her day was over or whether it lay in her immediate future. No one knows how to push your buttons like family.
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      Her bedroom at the family house still had all the trappings of her childhood. Stuffed animals sat across the pillows on her large canopy bed, the middlemost a three-foot-high brown bear that had been taller than her on the day it had been gifted. Her furniture was all off-white wood with silver fastenings and handles, a wardrobe, a dresser, and a vanity with a mirror. She’d spent many hours combing out her hair in front of it, both in her human disguise and in her true form, and dreaming of what the future might hold. The memory brought a smile to her lips, and she pulled out the drawer and saw that the wide brush she used was right there waiting, like always.

      The family had five full-time employees: two cooks, someone who specialized in cleaning and taking care of the house, a jack-of-all-trades, and overseeing them all, Matthias. Of them, only the last knew her humanity was an illusion, so she had to maintain appearances even at home. It wasn’t a burden per se, merely something to keep track of. Fortunately, I don’t have to live here full-time anymore. Only visit. A lot. Her parents would doubtless have been fine with her returning. Her siblings, far less so. While she loved them all and had missed them terribly while she was away, being able to get some distance when she needed to was always a good thing.

      She shrugged out of her clothes and threw them in a backpack she found in the wardrobe, then removed a pair of jeans and a thigh-length tunic from the dresser. The top was dark blue with a wide patterned stripe down each side set with silver studs. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail and tied it with an elastic recovered from her vanity. To the woman in the mirror, she said, “You got this. It’s only family. Can’t be worse than fighting off a bunch of bad guys and getting blown up, right?” She laughed at her dramatics.

      The other Ruby didn’t look convinced. Ha. What do you know? It’ll be fine. She left the room, walked down the long hallway that connected the house’s wing to the central structure, and took the switchback staircase down to the first floor. Matthias waited at the bottom and nodded in approval. “That color looks lovely on you, Miss Ruby.”

      She laughed. “You’d say that regardless of what I wore.”

      He shrugged his elegant shoulders. Not a strong man, her instincts told her, but he’d be fast. She’d be shocked if he wasn’t a trained fighter. While it had never come up, her parents would be foolish not to have their employees be able to act in defense of their home, and if there was one thing her mother and father weren’t, it was foolish. “That doesn’t change the truth of it.”

      “Well, thank you, Matthias.”

      She made a slight move in the direction of the front door, and he interposed himself with a grin. “The dining room is the other way, Miss Ruby. Perhaps you’ve forgotten?”

      Ruby scowled. “Traitor.” She braced herself, lifted her chin, and marched toward the battlefield that was the family meal.

      Her brother’s voice carried down the hallway as he argued over something. At first, it was unintelligible, and she didn’t care enough to amplify it magically. As she neared her destination, his words became clear. His tone was arrogant, almost demanding, which wasn’t one she’d use on her parents without an excellent reason. “It’s a simple concept. Marijuana is legal in the state. We can push the legislature to extend that to drugs that have a similar influence on magicals, then use the casinos to distribute. It’s foolproof.”

      She lingered outside the door to listen as her sister Morrigan replied, “Dralen, you’re an idiot. It has the potential to bring in the kind of clientele we don’t want in there.” Their responses perfectly fit their ages. Her brother was twenty-two and working on his MBA, which meant that he was always thinking of business ideas but not quite ever turning them into business plans. It’ll be good when my parents are ready to step down, though. She had no interest in being in charge of the casino, although she’d help where she could. Morrigan, at eighteen, was done with high school and taking a gap year. She wasn’t sure what she wanted, but it apparently included continuing to block Dralen where she could. Ruby approved.

      She stepped around the corner as her mother said, “No business at dinner, you know that.” They were gathered at a rectangular table that could seat six with her father on the end, Dralen on his left, and his wife and daughter on the right. The dining room was typical of the house itself with light stone walls made of big blocks, wood furniture in either white or natural brown, and accents of color in fabrics and ornaments. The table was a wood so dark it was almost black, with a runner of blue and silver down the center and placemats in the same shades at each chair.

      She slipped into the seat next to Dralen in silence and looked up at her father. “What?”

      The recipient of her question, Rayar Achera, was entering the latter part of his adult life, and his brown hair was now liberally sprinkled with grey. That didn’t take away from the animated energy in his eyes or the twitching grin he bestowed upon her. He put a hand on his heart as if in shock. “Prodigal daughter. You’ve returned.”

      The others at the table laughed. Her mother, who like part of many long-term couples was growing to resemble her partner, scowled. Sinnia’s hair echoed her husband’s, long, straight, and shot with grey. Her face was a little wider where his was noticeably narrow, and her frown had an edge of sincerity. “Ruby. We thought you’d join us earlier.”

      She shrugged as she reached for one of the serving dishes in the center of the table, then put off her answer until she’d scooped some of the rice-cheese-and-vegetable entrée onto her plate. “I was unavoidably delayed.”

      Dralen nodded. “By Jennifer, right? How is your old friend?” He made air quotes around the word friend. The pair had dated for a while and now fell solidly into enemy camps.

      “Yeah. Meeting her was dumb. She hasn’t changed.”

      Morrigan asked, “Did she call you Casper?” Ruby had shared all her important stories about life with her little sister, including how vicious alleged friends could be.

      “No. She did manage to work Ghost in there a couple of times.”

      “What a witch.”

      Ruby laughed. “Or something that rhymes with that, yes. At least that obligation is taken care of for the near term.”

      Her father asked, “Will there be a long term?”

      She chewed and swallowed. “Answer unclear. Check back in a year or so.” That drew a laugh, and she continued, “So what’s happening here, other than another terrible business idea from Dralen?”

      Her brother sputtered, and her father came to his rescue. “It takes a lot of misses before you hit a home run. At least he’s in there swinging.” He flipped his fork like a bat to illustrate his point.

      Ruby met Morrigan’s gaze, and they rolled their eyes together, laughing. Her sister replied, “Don’t worry, big brother. One day you’ll make contact with one of those pitches.” She paused with perfect timing, then added, “Sure, it’ll be a pop fly right back to the pitcher, but you know, at least you’ll have hit something.”

      Her mother changed the subject. “Did you get all your stuff back to town okay?”

      She nodded. “There isn’t that much of it. The U-Haul is over at the house. If I’m lucky, my roomies have unpacked it for me already.”

      “I don’t know why you want to live up there instead of with us, anyway.”

      Ruby laughed. “Mother, I’m twenty-five. It’s time for me to not live with my family. Besides, you know, we humans love the sunlight.” Referencing that secret never failed to end an argument. Sure enough, her father changed the subject.

      “What are your plans? Still the same?”

      She shrugged. “I have some contacts from school in the area. I’ll see if they have any freelance work for the near future. Eventually, I’d like to open a place, making and selling magic items.”

      Rayar nodded in approval. “Ambitious. I like it. You’ll continue to help your mother and me, and your brother and sister, with the casino, of course.”

      “Naturally. Can’t be an Achera and not have a hand in Spirit.”

      “Good, good. Perhaps you and your brother will come up with some fantastical new way to use magic for gambling. That would be truly useful. Imagine the franchise opportunities.” He wandered off on a tangent about the cost of slot machines with popular brands, and she tuned out and thought about her future in a way she hadn’t before returning home. It was all real now. She was out of school, ready to make her way. Unlike many, she had one hell of a safety net in her family, but if all went well, she’d be able to do what she loved and put her spare time to use volunteering to help others in Ely, as she had those in her college town.

      Morrigan’s voice brought her back to the present. “Did you hear about the thing at the Mist?” She went on to talk about the explosions and the attempted robbery so that whether the family had heard about it or not, they had all the details by the time she finished. Ruby figured she had zero chance of hiding her involvement, so there was no point in lying. Thanks, sis. Couldn’t have waited until I left, huh?

      “Yeah, Jennifer and I were there. The bar blew up in our faces. Fortunately, I had on a shield amulet and activated it quickly enough that we didn’t get hurt.” A little lie, in case any of the staff other than Mathias was listening.

      The others turned to look at her, and her little sister’s eyes narrowed. “Wait. I saw on Twitter that a human woman fought off the thieves. It was you, wasn’t it?”

      Dammit, Morrigan. Shut it. “Yes. I was never in any real danger.”

      They all spoke simultaneously, and finally, her father’s voice rose to the top. “Why did you get involved? Who cares if the damn Sunshis gets robbed? If they don’t have insurance, they deserve it.”

      She laughed inwardly at the echo of her earlier thought. “Because the thieves looked like they were going to hurt the people working the cashier cage. I was in a position to help. Admittedly, it turned out to be a little harder than I’d expected.”

      Her mother’s frown deepened. “Are you hurt?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No. Well, I got shot, but it was only a graze, and Challen fixed me right up.”

      Again they talked over each other, and again the patriarch’s voice finally won out. “That was extraordinarily stupid, Ruby. You are invaluable. You have to take care of yourself.”

      There it was once more, her mysterious importance to the family that they never explained. She had many theories. At that second, she figured it was a business strategy they’d hoped to use to make the humans like them more when she was a child, which then went wrong. At other times, she imagined they might have been trying to normalize closer relations between humans and the Mist Elves, who were always considered reclusive. Sometimes she pushed, but never got a good answer. They’d always deflected until she’d gotten tired of asking and accepted the situation with at least a touch of grace. Mostly.

      The voice in her head that was generally critical of her observations suggested,  “Well, you’re twenty-five now. Perhaps the response will be different.” Although the humans saw twenty-one as the line that separated a child from an adult, it was a quarter-century among her people. Maybe. I’m not interested in having that conversation right now.

      Ruby shrugged. “I’m fine, the bad guys lost, and it’s all good. Now, how about we all enjoy a meal together without antagonizing the ‘prodigal daughter’?”

      Dralen grinned. “I think that’s a great plan. Let me tell you about this fantastic idea I came up with for a giant roulette wheel that the gamblers use force magic to spin.” As his words droned in her ears, Ruby pasted a smile on her face and enjoyed the food. It was the best part of the situation, other than making faces at her sister. Thank heaven I can leave here when the meal is over. My roommates will probably be annoying sometimes, but they can’t hold a candle to my relatives.
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      Ely’s main area was devoted to casinos and hotels, much like on the Las Vegas Strip. Tourist-land. A few high-priced condos lay among them, but that wasn’t the sort of place that she could legitimately afford, even with her family’s comparatively deep pockets. She wanted to make it on her own, give or take the occasional meal at the family house or an unexpected gift from her parents. Just like anyone. She kept her eyes locked on the passing sights as she reclined in the back of the Toyota sedan. The town glittered with neon and lights like stars in the early evening twilight.

      She’d found her roommates online. They’d gotten to know each other virtually after deciding they had the right group but had never all met in person. The prospect of doing so was daunting. Still, they had a bunch of things in common. One of them was a witch, and Ruby had spent a lot of time discussing a lab setup that would serve them both. The plan, signed off on by the others, was to set it up in the basement. In return for ownership of the space, they would get the least desirable rooms, up on the third floor in a converted attic. They both thought that was an eminently fair arrangement.

      As she exited the autonomous vehicle steered by magic, she stared up at her new home. The big old house held three other bedrooms, all on the second floor, plus a dining room, living room, and kitchen with a laundry room attached on the ground level. Two and a half bathrooms for the five of them, barring sleepover guests and the like, would make showering and getting ready potentially annoying depending on schedules but not impossible. Her lab partner Daphne had a just-past-entry-level job at the casino run by wizards and witches in partnership, the Ebon Dragon. The wand-wielders in Magic City numbered fewer than any of the other magical groups, for reasons no one had ever shared in her hearing.

      A small lawn in front of the house struggled to be green in the arid climate and mostly failed. She walked up the sidewalk toward the narrow porch and the door, wondering who she’d find inside. The other three boarders were male. The one she liked best so far, Demetrius, was a dark-skinned wizard whose aptitude was in infomancy. His wand was replaced by or incorporated into his computer rigs. He’d agreed to pay a premium share of the electric bill, and the cost of high-speed internet, which out in the desert wasn’t an inconsiderable charge. His smiling eyes and spiky hair were easy to look at, and no one would guess he spent most of his time sitting behind screens based on his physique. She was pretty sure he probably did yoga or some other strength-building thing while programming.

      She opened the door to the living room and found the trio there, each with a video game controller in their hand and arguing about something on the screen in front of them. It brought a grin to her face. She’d enjoyed many similar evenings while away at school, and it felt a lot like “home.” The person nearest her, sitting in a chair by himself while the other two shared a couch, was a dwarf who worked as a dealer at the Dwarven casino, the Underground. The hair on Liam’s head was blond and shaggy, pulled into a loose ponytail that mostly failed to restrain it. Three braids made up his beard, adorned with small cylinders of shining silver at the bottom. He wore the same leather vest she’d seen him in during every Zoom call and had large studs in each ear. A constant flow of inventive curses hurtled out of his mouth at the screen, which didn’t care, and at his opponents, who found it amusing, to judge by their laughter.

      The last person in the room was a Wood Elf who looked far more Twilight than Tolkien. Shiannor possessed the ethereal beauty of his species as a baseline that got better from there. His gorgeous bright red hair, which fell in subtle waves to his chest, ensured that he would be noticed by everyone, always. An ornate black tattoo gracefully curved and swept from above his left eye down to his left cheek. His eyelashes had inspired instant envy the first time she’d seen them. Unfair for his to be longer than mine. Fundamentally unfair. Ruby was pretty sure that Daphne had designs on him already.

      The elf rose to his feet with a victory shout, and both Demetrius and Liam made rude gestures at him. They settled back into their positions with a laugh, and Ruby said, “Hey guys. Room for a fourth?” They turned to her, and each offered a grin. Shiannor threw a controller at her. She sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the screen and looked up to see a choice of race car awaiting her. “Forza? Oh, y’all are so screwed.”
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        * * *

      

      A half-dozen rounds of racing revealed the competitors were more or less evenly matched, which promised good things for the future. They stopped when Daphne arrived bearing pizzas and gathered around the beat-up old rectangular dining room table that had come with the house. They’d rented it fully furnished, and their landlord was a pleasant older Drow Elf woman who managed to be polite most of the time. Which, given Ruby’s experience with the seemingly-sarcastic-by-default variety of elves, was a definite bonus. They’d agreed to handle the house’s upkeep for a reduction in rent, which pleased all parties involved. Among themselves, they’d decided that by the time they moved out, the house would be much improved as a gift to the building’s owner for letting them stay there.

      The chairs were mismatched, and none of them seemed to be an original piece of the dining set, if there had been one in the first place. Still, they were comfortable and stable even under the dwarf’s mass. Liam had muscles on top of his muscles, which was very apparent given his bare arms. His face looked like it spent a lot of time laughing. The others traded barbs and jokes while Ruby munched on a slice of mushroom and onion pizza and reveled in the relaxed atmosphere. It lasted all of fifteen minutes before the conversation turned to the day’s events.

      “Did you all hear about what happened at the Mist?” Daphne began.

      Shiannor nodded. “Heard some idiots tried to blow the place up and got their asses kicked for it.”

      Liam snorted in amusement. “The story I got was that they tried to rob the casino. Who does that?”

      Ruby sighed. “I can confirm explosions, the robbery, and the ass-kicking. I was there.” They all turned to her and asked a jumble of questions, talking over one another. Laughing, they stopped, and Ruby pointed at Demetrius. “Go.”

      The infomancer pulled a piece of cheese from his lip. “How many were there?”

      “Six that I saw.”

      Liam followed up with, “Was it like an Old West stickup? ‘Fill the bags, or I’ll fill you full of lead,’ that sort of thing?”

      She shook her head. “A little less hokey, but yeah, about that.”

      Daphne frowned. “So the explosions were what, a distraction?”

      Ruby nodded. “A nasty one.”

      The witch’s gaze fell to the table. “Yeah. I heard that five people died.”

      A cold wave washed through Ruby. Intellectually, she’d known the likelihood that the bartender had survived was minimal but had still held out hope in the corner of her mind. To hear that another four people had also fallen victim to the idiotic attempt to rob the casino was brutally emotional. Hot rage replaced the chill inside her, and she had to force herself to remain calm. Such moments risked the maintenance of her illusionary human-ness. The others had started to call her their token Earthling, although they’d spent all or most of their lives on the planet as well.

      Shiannor distracted her from her thoughts. “What’s really interesting is that I heard it was a civilian who fought off the thieves until the guards could jump in and blast them after the anti-magic stuff had fallen. A civilian with white hair.” He gave her a grin that showed his teeth. “I can’t help but notice that you fit that description.”

      Ruby thought about her options, then decided that if there was one group of people she wouldn’t keep secrets from—other than her heritage, and maybe not even that, someday—it would be this bunch. Something felt right about them, and she’d had enough friends turn into enemies to know what to watch out for by now. “Yeah, it was me. I have some martial arts training, and they didn’t seem like they wanted to shoot the place up, at least at the beginning. I figured they’d underestimate me and I’d be able to make a difference.”

      Liam crossed his big arms across his chest and nodded in approval. “Apparently you did.”

      She pushed a strand of hair away from where it had fallen in front of her right eye and reached for another piece of pizza. “I kept them busy until the guards got into the fight, yeah.”

      Daphne stared at her with a thoughtful expression. “Why? I mean, not why did you get involved, but why did they try to rob a casino?” She shook her head. “Okay, actually, both questions.”

      Ruby and the others laughed, then she replied, “I got involved because I was afraid they were going to hurt the people inside the cage. For all I knew, the bags they threw in there to fill with cash had bombs in them or something. Plus, I saw some guns.” She didn’t feel the need to mention that they’d all been carrying at the start because then she’d have to explain away the fact that they’d all dropped their guns simultaneously. “Why did they rob it or blow things up? That I truly don’t know. They couldn’t have thought they’d get away with it, although at the time they sure seemed like they did.”

      “The first question that detectives in movies always ask is ‘who benefits?’ So, who would most likely be in a better position today, knowing that the Mist had been attacked?” Demetrius asked.

      She shrugged. “Have to list my family on there, I guess. We’re the only other Mist Elf casino in town, and anything that hurts the Sunshi family might benefit us. However, I just saw them, and they certainly didn’t seem like they’d entered the criminal mastermind business. Frankly, I don’t think my brother has the smarts for that role, anyway.”

      The others chuckled. Shiannor replied, “Could it have been an effort to draw attention to the casino? It’s in the news, and that probably won’t stay local even on television, much less on the internet. Like they say, ‘all publicity is good publicity.’”

      Daphne’s chair creaked as she leaned back in it and stretched. “Or could be it’s something we can’t see yet. The start of some sort of action against the casinos? Or against the town? Maybe it’s mobsters from Vegas and Reno, and they’ve had enough of our competition.”

      Liam threw a cloth napkin and hit her in the face with it. “You’ve watched too many movies. I’m not buying that idea until DeNiro and Pesci show up and start swearing at me.”

      Shiannor added, “Don’t forget Sharon Stone. She was scorching in that film.”

      Daphne lifted an eyebrow. “So, you like the older women, do you?”

      He grinned. “I wouldn’t kick her out of bed. Let’s leave it at that.”

      Ruby focused on the pizza as the conversation devolved from there. In the back of her mind, she kept wondering what the real reason for the casino robbery was—and who was behind it. Because they had a debt to pay, owed to the families of the five people killed because of whatever game they were playing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The question wouldn’t let her stay asleep. She replayed the explosions and the fight repeatedly in her mind and came no closer to understanding the “why” of it all. Ruby considered and discarded theory after theory, from the logical to the ludicrous, and still couldn’t reach anything like an answer. She rose as dawn filtered through the pink curtains that adorned the single attic window in her room. With a yawn, she announced, “I need to spruce this place up. Pink is so not happening.”

      Whoever had lived there previously had possessed a different opinion on the topic. The curtains were pink. The dresser was white with pink accents, and the closet door was a neon version of the shade that almost made her eyes water. She tried not to look at it and wished she knew the right magic to change paint hue. Cold, heat, force, shadow, illusion, none of those are in the least bit useful against that hideous color. She couldn’t cast any magic that would hide it from her, unfortunately.

      They’d all pitched in after the pizza to move the stuff out of her small U-Haul into the house. The others used magic while she used muscle and grumbled. By the time she’d downed the healing potion to finish off her shoulder and hit the pillows, she’d been achy everywhere, and her desire to let the others know her true nature had increased tenfold. Now, she padded down the stairs to the kitchen, jabbed at the button to brew coffee, failed to hit it and tried more carefully the second time, then took a cold, fast shower to jumpstart her brain. She had things to do; things best started before the tourists got up and out.

      She returned to her room and dressed for the day in ripped jeans, heavy black boots, and a white concert t-shirt advertising The Pretty Reckless. People had remarked on her resemblance to the lead singer more than once. She put it down to the hair because she definitely didn’t have Taylor Momsen’s looks. Taylor probably can’t fight off six guys without getting stomped, either. So, you know, plusses and minuses. She thought about wearing her leather coat, but the forecast was for heat and more heat, and she would only go so far for fashion. Constant sweating was across that threshold. She pulled the shirt aside to look at her shoulder and nodded in satisfaction. The wound had diminished to only a thin white line that would soon fade. If not, as Keanu says, chicks dig scars.

      Demetrius was at the dining room table with a huge coffee mug in his hands, and she waved at him as she passed. He grunted something unintelligible that sounded more like good wishes than a curse, so she took it as such.

      The house was in an odd little neighborhood, an old one. It dated from before the main part of the town was first fleshed out with businesses, then turned into a tourist destination. Their neighbors were a mix of young and old, the actual structures a blend of old and older. One of them had a feature she prized, a dilapidated detached garage. She walked around behind it to a spot she knew from looking at Google Maps online would be out of sight of the surrounding houses.

      She spun in a slow circle to make sure no one was watching and summoned her magic. A veil—essentially an illusion that hid her from sight by replacing her with what someone would see if she wasn’t present—spread out from her skin to create a bubble a few inches away. She circled the garage and slipped in through the slight gap permitted by the chain and lock. It turned out to be exactly what she’d hoped—cleanish and deserted. She let the power flow and waved her arms in a wide circle, and a rift appeared in the air. On the opposite side lay a well-lit room, seemingly empty. She strode through, and it immediately transported her from her neighborhood to one of the executive offices in her family’s casino, Spirit. They’d designed it as an arrival platform, and a monitor displayed camera angles showing the hallways beyond. When the path cleared, she headed out, took a staircase down to the public level, and stepped onto the three-story escalator that would carry her to the bottom floor.

      The Mist emphasized the beauty of nature that the Mist Elves prized. Spirit honored their traditions, their connection to previous generations, and the mysteries of the universe. The decorations were dark in places where sections of the casino looked like stars in the night sky. Others were bright and joyful, like what you felt on a summer day. Overall, the designs tended toward neutrality. The escalator was in what looked like a mountain that climbed the back of the casino. Vapor occasionally seeped out of the top to suggest active things inside. Real trees carefully cultivated by a small army of workers appeared throughout the gaming floors and the tier of restaurants and shops above them. From her perspective, the way the light fell off as your gaze traveled from the center of the space to the edges was an obvious but effective tactic: a psychological play to make leaving the casino and crossing that boundary seem subtly dangerous. It was both a reference to the idea that one could find spirits at thresholds and a clever business move.

      As she stepped off the escalator on the bottom floor, she switched into avoidance mode. The human and nonhuman tourists who frequented the casinos in Magic City tended not to be aware of their surroundings, distracted by the gaming, libations, the scenery, or all of the above. Moving through them without contact was a challenge, and she had no interest in interacting with any of them this morning. She had a purpose, and it lay at the other end of the Ely Strip. She headed for the tram at the back and caught one right before its automatic doors closed. Next stop, the Mist.
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        * * *

      

      Other businesses might close after something like the events of the day before. Not a casino, though. Employees, managers, and owners alike wouldn’t allow anything short of the act of a vengeful deity to shut them down, and an attempted robbery didn’t begin to approach that standard. They’d cordoned off the areas where the explosions occurred with a velvet rope and metal poles, and workers quietly removed debris and patched up walls and columns. More tourists surrounded the tables and sat in front of the slot machines than she expected. Apparently, they were interested in the event rather than scared by it. Good for you, unless there’s another surprise planned for the Mist. I certainly won’t have a drink here again anytime soon.

      She hopped up at intervals to peer over the crowds, searching for her quarry. I need to get boots with some damn heels on them. She found them near the casino cage. small yellow numbered markers covered its exterior. Sheriff Alejo stood talking things over with another uniformed officer, not the same one as the day before. Ruby sidled up behind them and waited for a pause in the conversation. As if she had eyes in the back of her head, the woman turned at her arrival. “Miss Achera. Interesting to find you here.”

      Ruby shrugged. “I don’t get blown up every day. I wanted to see this all for myself since I wasn’t really capable yesterday.” She felt her expression turn down. “Plus, it seems like I owe it to the people who died to at least be here for a minute to remember them.”

      The other woman tilted her head. “Did you know any of the deceased?”

      “No. I haven’t even heard their names yet. It still matters.” She lifted a hand and let it fall. “I don’t know how to say that any better.”

      Alejo’s expression softened a touch. “You don’t have to. I get it. Believe me.”

      Ruby drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly, collecting herself. “So, have you found anything that makes this make any kind of sense?”

      “What do you mean?” Her tone shifted again, and Ruby knew that Alejo was now interrogating her despite the neutral sound of the other woman’s voice.

      She crossed her arms and gave the officer a level look under lowered eyebrows. “You know exactly what I mean. This was stupid with a capital “S.” If they wanted to steal money, this was an idiotic way to do it. If they wanted to knock the place out of business, they didn’t do nearly enough to accomplish that. Doesn’t make sense.”

      Alejo matched her posture. “Okay, let’s agree it doesn’t make sense. What else could it be?”

      “You’re the expert.”

      “Not on casinos.”

      Ruby smiled. “Ah, you’re suspicious since my family owns the other Mist Elf place in town.”

      The sheriff matched her expression almost perfectly. “I wouldn’t say suspicious.”

      She laughed. “Right. Like that’s not your default setting. Okay, let’s pretend you’re neutral. From the perspective of someone involved with casinos, it makes even less sense. It didn’t close the place. They simply cordoned off the damage and moved the customers to a different part. They had no chance of making it out with the cash even if they got it out of the cage.”

      Alejo sighed. “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too. Okay, then, why do you think they did it?”

      Ruby was well aware that the woman had switched her question back on her. She pulled a thread from the discussion with her roommates. “Publicity, maybe?”

      The sheriff laughed darkly. “Kind of a weird way to get attention. More expensive than driving a billboard truck down the street, that’s for sure.”

      “Exactly. As I said, doesn’t make sense. On its own, at least.”

      The other woman’s eyes narrowed. “You think this might be part of something bigger?”

      Ruby decided to quit trying to spar with her verbally and lay it on the line. “I can’t see any reason for it on its own. So logically, it must be part of something else. Or the people who did it were total morons, but they seemed awfully organized and prepared.”

      Alejo nodded. “You make a lot of sense, and I have to say, my thoughts run in the same direction. Maybe you could sound out your family about it? I don’t really have any reason to talk to them, and generally speaking, casino owners aren’t the chattiest types unless you have a warrant, a subpoena, or there’s been an incident.” She gestured around her.

      “Information-sharing?”

      “Sure. I’ll trade you facts on a one-for-one basis, within the bounds of my job.”

      Ruby shrugged. “Can’t ask for more than that. I’ll go now and see if I can catch someone at work.”

      Alejo gave her a piercing look, as if measuring her honesty, then bestowed a final nod upon her. “Sounds good.”

      She headed for the tram with a sigh, feeling a headache coming on. Arrived with questions, leaving with responsibilities. I don’t know who’s behind this nonsense, but they’re going to pay. Oh, yes, dire vengeance for inconveniencing me will be mine.
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      During the tram ride, her headache not only failed to get better but moved in the opposite direction instead. By the time she disembarked at Spirit, pain radiated throughout her entire head and face, and an ache had developed in her shoulders. She gritted her teeth and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, only occasionally banging into other people along her path. Murmured apologies to the blurs she rebounded from were all she could manage.

      She made it onto the escalator and kept her balance up to the third floor, which she considered nothing short of a miracle. A college friend had gotten migraines and described one symptom as a narrowing of vision, which made her pretty sure she was experiencing one. The area before her turned into a tunnel, fuzzy at the edges, and even the parts that remained clear seemed to waver.

      She made it up the stairs and into the executive offices, waved at the assistant at the desk, and headed for the office in the back. She managed to stay upright until she got there, choked out, “Hi Dad,” to the man seated behind the large table in the center of the huge room, and collapsed as her vision first went totally blurry, then completely black.
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        * * *

      

      When she finally climbed the long tunnel that led to consciousness, she was in her bedroom in the family home. She realized it immediately because it was the only place she’d ever had a canopy bed, and since she wasn’t outside, those couldn’t be clouds over her head. Good work, Ruby. At least your four-year-old-level logic is still fully functional. She propped herself up on her elbows, expecting that a wash of pain would accompany the action and pleasantly surprised when it failed to materialize.

      She was even more pleased to find Morrigan sitting cross-legged at the bottom of the bed, watching her with a smile. If she’s smiling, I’m probably not going to die. If it were Dralen there with a grin, I’d be less confident. Plus, she’d hope that if she were on her deathbed, at least one of her two parents, or maybe a healer, might be present. “What’s up, munchkin?”

      Her sister replied by sticking out her tongue. “If you die, can I have your stuff?”

      Ruby gave her the fierce scowl the comment deserved. “No. I demand that it all be buried with me so I can use it in the afterlife.”

      “Rude.” Morrigan tossed her head dramatically. “You should be nice to me, or I’ll let the pain-dampening magic I’m holding fall. Then you’ll be all whiny and weepy and probably pass-out-y.”

      Ruby sat up and lifted her hands. “I surrender. Anything you want of mine is yours, should I no longer be around to use it.”

      Morrigan grinned. “Good. I’ll ask Matthias to draw up a contract.”

      A laugh escaped Ruby. Then she laughed some more, this time in relief when it didn’t hurt. “What the hell happened?”

      “You passed out. Mom and Dad said it’s not fatal, and I should let them know when you were awake so they could talk to you. I did that when you first opened your eyes, and they’ll be up in thirty minutes or so, after their afternoon reading session.” The look on her face conveyed her doubtful opinion of that excuse. “I’ll stay here and keep you from passing out if you want to take a shower or something.”

      “You’re a good sister, but you’re still short.”

      “Whatever, Casper.”

      Ruby winced theatrically. “Rude. Nasty. Evil. You have learned well, young Morrigan.” Her sister was the only one allowed to call her by the reclaimed insult, and she sketched a slight bow as Ruby passed on the way to the shower.
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        * * *

      

      Instead of waiting, Ruby found her way down to the study where her parents awaited her, seated in two of the four leather wingback chairs that faced each other over a low table. A teapot sat in the center, and she immediately recognized the scent of the herbal brew used to fortify magic. It didn’t do a whole lot, but every bit of energy she could add to her stockpile was welcome due to the constant expenditure required to maintain her disguise. That’s one of the first things I’m going to make once I get the lab set up, some sort of illusion power repository. She pushed that idea back into the mental file cabinet with her other future projects and sat across from them.

      The room had two large windows on the wall opposite her, and leather furniture, tapestries on the walls, tables big enough to hold the complicated board games they all loved to play, and other creature comforts outfitted the rest. Of the entire house, it was the space that felt the most lived-in, the one she most associated with being home, other than her bedroom.

      She lifted the heavy mug to her lips and took a deep drink. “Sorry for the drama.”

      Her father laughed. “It’ll be the talk of the casino for days, I’m sure.”

      Ruby winced. “Nikolas saw?”

      He nodded. “You know what a gossip he is. By now, the entire place has heard about it.”

      “Excellent. So, I’d kind of expected that if I woke up at all, I’d be in the hospital, or at the healer’s, or something. What’s the deal?”

      Her mother grinned. “You’ve been given an amazing gift, Ruby.”

      She barked a laugh. “Migraines? I don’t think ‘gift’ is the word I’d use. Probably more like ‘curse.’ Or ‘affliction.’”

      Her father lifted an eyebrow. “Or perhaps due punishment? Karma’s a bitch, as they say. I’m sure you weren’t a saint while you were away at college. Maybe fate is balancing the scales.”

      Sinnia swept out a long arm to slap her husband’s shoulder with the back of her hand. “Hush, Rayar. This is no time for stupid jokes.” She met Ruby’s eyes. “You’re being called.”

      “Well, whoever it is could have used the phone. Knocking me out wasn’t required.” She sighed at the end of the automatic sarcasm. “How do you mean? By who? To do what?”

      Her father replied, “By Oriceran. To return and undertake your venamisha.”

      She blinked, stunned. “Wait. What?”

      Her mother nodded. “You’re the right age, and the symptoms you exhibit are the appropriate ones.”

      The historical tales of the Mist Elves included many stories of the venamisha. It took different forms and meant different things, depending on the story, but it was always a trip or a quest of some kind that led the person undertaking it both inward and outward. The closest analogue she’d seen in Earth literature was a vision quest or spirit quest, but neither of those encompassed the whole of it. It was like those, plus a pilgrimage, plus a death curse, all in one. “So what you’re saying is that I either go back to Oriceran, or the thing in my head will eventually kill me.”

      They nodded, and her mother replied, “That’s how the venamisha works.”

      “Have either of you ever done one?” It hadn’t ever occurred to her to ask them. She’d never known someone who was called or heard of anyone outside the stories who’d had the experience.

      Both shook their heads in reply. Her father added, “The last confirmed calling was more than a century ago, but of course, there’s no way to be sure. One of the mystics might have been called but not shared it.” That secretive group of Mist Elves was most appropriately compared to monks on Earth, from what she knew, although she’d never visited their home or spoken to one of them.

      “Okay. So, no options is what you’re saying. As I remember, it’s something I must do alone because anything else would be far less dramatic and story-worthy.” She pushed down the sarcasm with an effort. “So, do I have to do it with a headache trying to knock me out the whole time?”

      Her mother answered, “No, the pain will go away once you’re back on Oriceran, for a while at least. Long enough for you to do whatever you’re being called to do.”

      “But we don’t know what that is.”

      A shrug from her father. “The stories say it’s always personal to the one called. You can probably be reasonably sure that nothing you’ve read about will happen again, but beyond that, it’s supposed to be unique.”

      Ruby closed her eyes and finished her tea, then leaned her head into the corner of the chair’s tall back. The cool leather felt good. “Okay, well, you should probably be aware I’ve promised Morrigan she can have all my stuff if I don’t survive.”

      They laughed, and her mother commented, “That child is trouble.”

      Her father added, “No more than Ruby was at her age.” He pointed at her. “Certainly not more than you are now.”

      She frowned. “I am not trouble. I just seem to attract more excitement than my share.” Actually, she felt decidedly troublesome and decided that maybe more than one revelation might be on the table. “So, have we hidden my heritage all this time because of something to do with the venamisha?”

      Her father frowned at her mother, then shook his head. “It is perhaps related, but not a case of cause and effect. We know that you’re troubled by not knowing.” He chuckled softly. “I don’t suppose you’d believe that we’re magically unable to talk about it, would you?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, afraid not.”

      Her mother said, “Please bear with us for a little longer. Once you’ve completed the venamisha, perhaps we can reveal it. Know that it’s for your good.”

      “Uh-huh. Just like always. Okay, you’ve got a deal. I’ll chill out about it for a while. But not for a long while, if you get my drift.” She sighed, then remembered her earlier conversation. “Hey, I was coming to see you for a reason. I spoke with Sheriff Alejo, and she wondered if you might have any insight into why someone would do what they did at the Mist.”

      Sinnia looked thoughtful. “So, she thinks it wasn’t simply a robbery?”

      “Nope. That doesn’t make sense. They couldn’t have hoped to get away with it.”

      Rayar nodded slowly, his fingers steepled and resting lightly on his chin. “So, first possibility, if the Sunshis are behind it, it might point to insurance fraud or an effort to get their names in the news. Still, there are a lot of other, better ways to accomplish both those things. Second possibility, it truly was random, but I agree that seems unlikely. Which leaves the third possibility as the most likely: that this is part of something bigger.”

      Ruby nodded. “That’s my conclusion, too. I think the sheriff’s as well.”

      He straightened in his chair. “I can’t imagine it’s one of the council members.” The casino owners all also held positions on the council that oversaw both the city and the kemana. “That means it’s probably an outsider.”

      “Human organized crime?”

      Her father shrugged. “Maybe. Or perhaps other magicals with an agenda. Might be working with someone local, I suppose. We’ll have to discuss this and possibly increase our security in all the casinos in response.”

      Sinnia ventured, “Could that have been the objective? Cause a need for more security?”

      Ruby nodded. “Seems possible. That might result in strangers with expanded access in our places.”

      Rayar replied, “Well, all we can do is what we can do. Add floor security with minimal access, move our trusted staff to expanded access. I’ll talk it over with the others. Fortunately, there’s a bunch of private security companies that have been looking for additional work. It shouldn’t be a problem to find people.”

      Her mother beamed at her. “We’ll have it all figured out by the time you get back. No time like the present to find out what your venamisha has in store for you.” She almost vibrated with excitement. “My daughter, called. Who would have thought it?”

      Ruby sighed. “Well, given that it’s literally life or death, I guess I better get underway since I’d at least slightly prefer the former to the latter.” She consoled herself with the amusing fact that if her mother wanted to continue to maintain the secret of Ruby’s heritage, she wouldn’t be able to tell anyone about the calling. Heh. She’s gonna be ticked to high heaven when she realizes that.
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      Ruby stepped through the portal that connected her bedroom to her family’s home on Oriceran. The pain that had begun to creep back into her head vanished as if crossing the threshold between planets had scraped it away. A wave of her hand dispelled the opening, and she stretched and yawned, feeling the relief of being completely without a headache since the moment it had started at the Mist. Her sister’s efforts had dulled the ache but not banished it, she now realized. Being free of it was pure pleasure.

      Her landing spot was her bedroom, and she moved immediately into the ritual she always used when coming to the magical planet. She visited at least weekly, sometimes more than that, for training with her Mist Elf mentor Keshalla, a woman whose prowess in hand-to-hand fighting was second only to her ability to perform combat magic. A tall wardrobe on the far wall held what Ruby thought of as her Elf clothes, and she quickly changed.

      Brown leather pants worn often enough to be soft and supple tucked into knee-high matching boots with laces to hold them in place. A wide leather belt secured a half-sleeved undertunic in black. Metal-ringed holes in two rows throughout its length adorned that item, and she attached a couple of pouches to the back and a pair of sheaths to the sides. Within the latter rested knives with slightly curved blades positioned for a cross-draw. Her overtunic was sleeveless and tight, with laces down the front. It had thin metal strips running through it to protect her from impact and was the brilliant blue of her house, with a silver stripe down each side.

      The final element was the sword, the weapon she currently studied. Her Mist Elf mentor had already taught her knives, throwing knives, darts, sticks, and bladed sticks. The single sword was the next-to-last traditional weapon she would learn, and when she’d mastered it, she’d move on to paired swords. She was already training to use the sword and a knife together, in addition to her instruction with the larger blade on its own.

      She positioned the sword’s sheath over her back. The holder featured a slit that would allow her to draw the weapon from it cleanly. The pommel stuck up over her shoulder, a warning to anyone who saw it of her martial accomplishment. Only those with the proper training were entitled to display such weapons openly, and any who chose to violate that convention often found themselves tested by others who had earned the right.

      Her penultimate task was to pull her hair back into a hasty warrior’s knot, held in place by a pair of thin metal rods. Finally, she let go of the constant thread of magic that powered her disguise, revealing her pointed ears. When she used her power, the tattoos on her bare arms would appear, and in truth, she loved the sight of them. If not for her parents’ desires, she’d flaunt them all the time. Maybe one day. For now, I guess I need to go figure out where I’m being summoned to.

      She didn’t have a better plan than seeking out Keshalla and asking her. The woman was unique among the Mist Elves Ruby had met, more mystical than most but more martial than any mystic. She’d been very lucky to be chosen as her student since her mentor accepted only one at a time. Training when together was only part of Ruby’s obligations. She was expected to continue on her own while on Earth and had done so diligently, both in magic and melee. Disappointing her teacher was not something a smart person did.

      She stepped out of the house into the small village, one of many loosely affiliated groupings of Mist Elves that resided in the mountains. They only ever called them “the mountains,” not caring if others existed beyond their lands. They lived high up but had plateaus for farming, forests for game, and rivers for fish and water. The higher one climbed, the less integrated the village was with the rest. The mystics occupied the highest part of the pinnacle, literally living in the mist for substantial portions of the year.

      This particular spot was about two-thirds of the way up, still low enough to desire interaction with others, but high enough that its residents possessed a keen sense of individualism. Both those qualities had led the two oldest families in the village to create the Mist Elf foothold on Earth, and most of the rest who had come over to join them on the other planet had been from lower elevations.

      Keshalla had received a formal invitation to live in MountHaven, of course, but was decidedly unlikely to accept it. By her declaration, she was uninterested in Earth since she still had so much to learn and experience on Oriceran. The idea of the other woman standing on the Ely Strip was so ridiculous that Ruby couldn’t picture it.

      Five other homes created a rough oval on the plateau. Low grass covered the center area, but it was otherwise empty except for boulders that no one had ever moved, sitting here and there on the central lawn. The time difference meant that it was barely past noon here although it would be well into Magic City’s evening. She took several steps toward the middle, her hands on her knife hilts as she looked around suspiciously. Fewer people than she’d expected were in evidence. One figure darted away at the edge of her vision, a child to judge by the laughter. At least someone’s enjoying themselves. She checked the sun’s position to confirm that she was at the right place at the right time. Where is everyone? More importantly, where is Keshalla?

      Both questions received answers as a tall woman stepped into view on the grassy field’s opposite side. She was dressed as Ruby was, but in crimson and black, the colors of fire and soil. Her hair was inky, a rarity among the Mist Elves, offering a high contrast to her pale skin. She carried a frankly astonishing number of weapons strapped to her clothes, and two pommels stuck up over her shoulders. She called, “Welcome back, minari. It is a momentous day.”

      Ruby nodded and slowly advanced toward her, knowing where this was headed. “Indeed, shenai. Are you prepared to guide me on the path of my calling?” Faces peered out of windows in the houses around, watching but also providing them a measure of privacy.

      She spread her arms wide. “Such a service must be earned, young one.”

      Ruby’s lips curved in a smile. “I wouldn’t want to damage you, ancient one.”

      The other woman’s laugh was like the joyful chime of a bell. “Do your best. Manage a hit, and I will give you a clue to lead you where you wish to go immediately. Fail, and you train first until the sun goes down.”

      Ruby gave a dramatic sigh, having expected something like this the moment she knew she’d have to ask the other woman for help. It was test after test with her, or maybe one long one that marked their relationship’s boundaries. “Must we?”

      Her mentor lifted a hand, palm up, then curved the fingers inward in an invitation. “We must.”

      Ruby charged, drawing her sword from over her shoulder as she ran. A thin sheath of force flowed from her hand down the weapon and covered its sharp edge. It would still hurt if it connected but wouldn’t cut or pierce. That was as safe as her mentor would permit, now that she had achieved, in her words, “A barely adequate level of proficiency.”

      Keshalla opted for her knives, unsheathing them in a cross-draw and spinning them once as she shifted into a battle stance: left leg forward, body pivoted perpendicular to Ruby’s line of approach, knees bent, front dagger guarding high, rear one positioned over her stomach. It was a balanced position from which her teacher could defend or attack without giving a hint of her intention before she started to move.

      Ruby’s preferred tactic in such a situation would be a fast pass to her opponent’s backhand, spinning as she arrived to whip her sword around in a horizontal blow. It would force the other woman to at least turn, which might break her balance enough for a follow-up. The problem was that Keshalla had taught her that approach, so she’d expect it. She could use illusion against an opponent who wasn’t a Mist Elf, as she had with the men in the casino, but her mentor would be ready for that, too. So, let’s try something a little more brazen.

      She waved her free hand in a fast arc, dispatching a line of force magic at her foe’s feet. Despite the invisible nature of the power, Keshalla skipped over it with ease. While she was in the air, Ruby smashed directly into the older Mist Elf, sent her tumbling backward, and continued her rush. Her sword slashed down at the other woman’s head.

      Ruby saw the grin on her teacher’s face for an instant before the magic-assisted roll that brought her back to her feet hid it. Keshalla used magic as naturally as breathing, subtly increasing her speed and strength with minimal bursts of power. It caused Ruby’s strike to miss, and she barely managed to slip a force shield in the way of the sidekick that slammed into her and sent her flying sideways. While the magical barrier stole a lot of the blow’s power, it didn’t invalidate the laws of physics. It would have taken a much stronger and layered shield to absorb all the kinetic energy transferred during the attack. It simply spread the impact over a larger space and prevented broken ribs but failed to keep her from moving.

      A well-angled force blast against the ground got her upright in time for her feet to land on the dirt. She skidded backward, focusing on keeping her balance and completely aware that the other woman was charging in, the naked metal in her fists glinting in the sunlight. Ruby let her eyes go soft and made sure she kept Keshalla’s entire body in view. A front kick led the way, and she moved aside in a smooth step to avoid it, knowing it was almost certainly a feint. The looping overhand stab at her head with the back knife wasn’t the real danger either, although it required her to shift the sword slightly to deflect it, lifting the weapon to meet the blow. That opened her for the primary threat, the left-hand knife jabbing in at her seemingly unprotected stomach.

      She twisted away in case the force shield she’d wrapped around the target area wouldn’t be sufficient. The feel of Keshalla’s magic peeling hers away to give the blade access confirmed the wisdom of that choice. It scraped across the metal in her clothing and failed to penetrate. She reversed the pivot and leapt, rotating her back knee across her body in a blurred strike at the other woman’s chest. Keshalla effortlessly danced aside. One moment she was there, and the blow was about to connect. The next she wasn’t, and worse, Ruby had lost sight of her.

      Not because of the speed of her movement, but because of the shadow magic the other woman had dropped over Ruby’s head like a hood. It took only a half-second to marshal her power to blast it away. She dove forward and to the right as she did, toward the open space she’d seen before everything went dark. Her shoulder roll brought her smoothly up to her feet. She kept running in that direction but whipped the sword around her back, pommel high and blade down. It intercepted one knife with a satisfying clank, but the other thrown weapon slammed into her back. The magic her teacher had infused it with made it hit like a bag of bricks, and Ruby went down into the dirt.

      She was already scrambling up, ready for more, but Keshalla called, “Enough.” The victor held out her palms, the blades leapt into them, and she slid them back into their sheaths. “So. Time to train. Your calling can wait until tomorrow.”

      Ruby nodded. “As you say, shenai.”

      A broad grin spread across the other woman’s face. “As it should be, minari.”
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      Their training had been long and intensive, and when it ended Ruby had spent another hour discussing the calling with Keshalla. The older Mist Elf knew more stories about those who had undertaken the venamisha, but it still wasn’t much to go on in the end. Each person’s experience appeared to be different, with no consistency in the tales except for an undercurrent of warning. Some never returned, and some returned broken. Of those who had claimed success, some had access to previously unheard of magics and became teachers, increasing the knowledge and abilities of the Mist Elves.

      Others rejoined society with grand ideas that had changed the course of Mist Elf history. The first mystic had only become so after her journey. Ruby thought that she’d probably enjoy being a mystic—for maybe a year, year and a half tops—and only if she came back with some marvelous brewing knowledge and created an Oriceran craft brewery, like the Benedictine monastery on the outskirts of Magic City. It seems unlikely that I would get some kind of spiritual calling that will kill me if I don’t obey merely to create the world’s most wonderful stout.

      Keshalla had shaken her head and clucked her tongue at Ruby’s preparations. “You’re not going on vacation, girl,” she’d chastised, then portaled them both to her home farther up the mountain. Her mentor had no neighbors and chose a solitary life except for her teaching and occasional good deeds toward the other Mist Elves living nearby. However, the armory in her house would have put a castle to shame. Blades and bows covered three of the four walls, from punch daggers and pistol crossbows to two-handed swords that she’d need magic to lift and longbows that were at least as tall as her. The last wall held shelves and cabinets, and it was to those her teacher had gone to retrieve the things she felt Ruby couldn’t do without.

      Now, after a solid night’s sleep, Ruby was ready. She had everything from the previous day, plus a good deal more. A sheath strapped to each calf held a throwing knife. Keshalla had informed her that she’d need to have new boots made to accommodate the blades in the future. A fine chain shirt now rested between her under- and over- tunics, providing additional protection against edged weapons. A pouch on her lower back’s right side contained two potions in metal flasks, one healing and one energy. One on her left side’s lower back held travel rations, dense food bars that could keep her going for days. The outside of each thigh had a metal canteen full of water attached to it. Finally, the older woman had given her an ebony amulet on a matching chain that rested around her neck. The proper command, “kagji,” would create a powerful shield to protect her without drawing upon her magic.

      Ruby was as ready as she could be. She repeated the step out of her house’s front door from the day before. The sun was rising over the horizon, and everything was still and serene. A deep inhalation followed by a slow exhalation centered her for the adventure ahead, and as she closed her eyes, she opened herself to the magic spinning around her as Keshalla had instructed. It was a matter of letting her internal barriers open a touch so her power could taste the currents flowing in the planet’s very air. She sensed the calling and instinctively knew which way to go. Damn it. Of course. She turned in the proper direction, and when she opened her eyes again, they confirmed her expectation. Up the mountain. Why isn’t it ever down the mountain? Or “Go to the nearest Starbucks?” That’d be nice. She growled, “All right, Ruby, quit whining and start moving,” then obeyed her orders.
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        * * *

      

      The climb hadn’t been particularly arduous, but Ruby felt it in her legs by the time she reached the spot where the ambient magic directed her to leave the path and head out onto a small plateau on the right-hand side. It led about thirty feet to the edge, and she looked down to see a drop of several hundred feet. Beside her, a thin but consistent trickle of water dropped to splash into a small lake below. Probably not deep enough to save me if I fell, so maybe I’ll back up a little. Heights weren’t a problem for her, but there was no point being unnecessarily reckless. Only a necessary amount of recklessness is required, she thought in Keshalla’s voice and laughed.

      Out loud, she said, “Okay, then, what’s the deal? I’m here. Hello?” No response was forthcoming, and she opened her inner barriers a little more. A faint sense of something came from the mountain, and she followed the water’s path as it curved back toward the stone wall. The rivulet wasn’t deeper than her foot, nor wider than it, where it emerged from the rock. Still, something was definitely back there, a presence or a summons, maybe. Clearly, she had to get through the barrier in front of her.

      Ruby explored the area with her magical senses, opening the inner barriers even more, and received only the same confirmation that a mystery lay behind the rock wall before her. She walked the length of it, trailing her hands along it in case an illusion compromised her vision, but found nothing. She sighed and called, “Really? I thought you’d be more subtle.” Doubtless she imagined the low laughter that seemed to echo through the wind rippling across the plateau. “Fine, then. Have it your way.”

      She returned to the spot where the water emerged from the stone. It was a rough triangular hole, with a crack running several inches upward from the apex. The simplest solution would be to blast the area with force magic until whatever was weakest broke away, but the possibility it would be the ground under her feet that failed first argued against that plan. She found a couple of rocks of the right size in the stream bed and made sure they were wet before jamming them tightly into the small vertical crevice. Then she backed up, created a narrow wall of force in front of her in case, and summoned flame to an upraised palm. She directed it in a thin line into the rocks she’d chosen, causing them to heat up rapidly. The water turned to steam, providing extra pressure, and the crack grew bigger with a loud snap. Shrapnel bounced off the magical barrier that protected her.

      She nodded in satisfaction and repeated the process several times until enough room existed that she could crawl through without taking a bath while doing so. She packed flames into a ball of force and rolled it into the opening, revealing a tunnel beyond it that she would also have to crawl through. A force push sent it rolling further to show a larger area, although she couldn’t make out anything other than its existence from where she was. Okay, then, ready or not, here I come. She wrapped herself in a force shield that extended an inch from her body to avoid getting dirty, muddy, or otherwise injured and crawled through the low tunnel.

      The cavern it emptied into required a jump down of a few feet to reach the floor. Overhead, the ceiling soared two or three stories high, and purple crystals ranging from small to immense adorned the irregular surface. The largest was probably twice the size of a Mustang, her current wish-list car. Not that I need a car as such, but it sure would be nice to drive around with the top down and past Jennifer’s house once a day. She chuckled at her pettiness, summoned more force-and-flame lights, and rolled them in different directions. The walls and floor had been shaped by muscle or magic into smooth surfaces carved with a repeating geometric pattern that made her eyes hurt if she stared at it too long. Only one exit led from the room, and only one object was visible inside it: a huge brazier in the center, hanging by a trio of golden chains from a pyramid of thick black metal poles. It shone in the flickering fire from her globes, the highlights enhancing the polished silver of the bowl.

      Ruby walked around it, looking for clues, but none came. She reversed her path, shifting her gaze outward, but saw nothing of interest other than the tunnel she’d entered through. “Well, if this is your idea of a warm reception, you have to work on your social skills.” Her voice echoed strangely in the room, as though it bounced off more surfaces than were apparent to the eye. She shrugged. “Fine, be that way.” She created a ball of fire in her palm and tossed it into the bowl.

      The brazier surged to life. A wash of flame leapt up over the chains and supports and almost reached the ceiling. The fire spread along the floor from under the object. It filled in the geometric patterns in unpredictable ways, ignoring some and jumping across gaps to others with no understandable reason. She stepped nimbly around the expanding fire, ready to bolt back for the doorway. Her magic told her this was real flame, not an illusion, and she had no desire to be cooked in the mystical pizza oven that the room might become.

      When the fire finished filling in new spaces, a low rumbling sounded across from where she’d entered. A piece of the wall descended into the floor to reveal another tunnel beyond, again crafted by magic or muscle. She muttered, “Come into my parlor, said the spider to the fly,” and paused to consider her options. Okay, I have no options other than to ignore the calling and apparently die or keep going. Guess I’ll keep going. With a headshake at the bizarre life she led, she headed for the door out of the room. “I don’t know who’s behind this, or if you’re listening, but I’m going to slap you so many times when this is over, you’ll be unconscious for a week.”

      Her internal voice observed, “Assuming you survive, of course.”

      Shut it. If I die, at least I won’t have to listen to you anymore, which will be a gods-damned bonus if you ask me.

      Laughter echoed in her ears as she crossed into the tunnel.
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      This passage proved to be far longer than the previous one had been, seeming to descend into the mountain. Ruby was thankful that she didn’t have to crawl but more than a little daunted at the notion that she might have to make the trip in reverse once she finished whatever she was here to do.

      The tales she’d heard of the venamisha hadn’t mentioned going into the mountain, although several had included climbing it. Others had described stepping through portals although as far as she knew, those people could have also wound up right where she was. None of the stories had been anything like highly detailed, as if those who had undertaken the journey had been unwilling—or unable since it involved magic—to remember or share particulars. The air felt generally dry but not dusty. It seemed as if the occupants had left only weeks before although to her knowledge no one had lived inside the mountain in forever.

      Literally forever since the Mist Elves had no records of anyone ever making their home within the massive tower of rock that was the dominant feature of their geography. So, it seemed even stranger that the well-kept passage remained that way, given the lack of inhabitants.

      The voice in her head observed, “You’re babbling because you’re nervous.”

      Shut it. I’m not babbling, and I’m not nervous. Scared out of my wits, maybe, but not nervous. In truth, a mix of fear and anticipation filled her, and each step forward felt more and more like she was moving toward where she was supposed to be. As someone who lived most of her life under a disguise, that feeling was decidedly rare. I hope I’m able to tell people about this once it’s over.

      It led into complete darkness and required Ruby to summon another orb of flame and force to light her way. She made this one bigger, about the size of a soccer ball, and kicked it forward, picturing imaginary teammates to pass it to. That entertained her for five minutes, was a neutral experience for the next five, and had become downright annoying by the time a quarter-hour had passed. Then a glow emanated from the path ahead, and a ninety-degree turn revealed the entrance to a room. “Thank the gods.” She dispelled the orb and stepped carefully onto the chamber’s carved floor, staying on the outermost oval of tiles.

      Etched squares, rectangles, and trapezoids covered every surface, each with a design that seemed to have nothing to do with the ones around it. Some glowed, again seemingly at random, and filled the room with light. The anarchy that met her eyes put her on edge, and she focused instead on the four tall columns set in a diamond shape in the space. “Probably perfectly symmetrical. Who or whatever designed this place loved geometry.” The cylinders were at different heights, the shortest ending about ten feet above the floor, the tallest reaching twenty or more. The ceiling stood another twenty above that.

      Ruby crouched with a frown. The pillars probably have something to do with how I get out of here, but there must be more to it. She summoned a ball of force and threw it at the nearest column. It bounced off with no effect, but when it hit the floor, the tile it landed on vanished, and the sphere fell through. Okay, then. Parkour challenge with something nasty under the floor. Awesome.

      Her inner voice offered, “Probably bottomless. Or spikes, maybe. Poisoned spikes. With barbs. Several barbs.”

      You’re not helping. Other people used the phrase “My own worst enemy” metaphorically. She was convinced her brain actively sought her destruction most of the time. Out loud, she said, “Okay, then. Let’s do this.” She reached over her shoulder to check that her sword was secure in its scabbard and used a force blast to propel herself into the air, aiming at the lowest pillar, which was also the nearest. As she arrived at the top of her arc, a shimmer to the side gave her enough warning to summon a force buckler to her left arm. A wicked-looking dart, complete with sharp barbs along its length, struck it and dropped to the floor. She landed awkwardly and fell to her stomach, grabbing the lip of the column to keep herself from rolling off.

      Another shimmer appeared, this one at the top of the highest pillar, set across the room from her. When it faded, it revealed an elderly Mist Elf with her hands clasped before her. The woman wore a long pale blue robe that set off her almost translucently white skin. Thin braids of ivory hair fell over her shoulders and reached to her waist. Her eyes matched the robe. She nodded. “Welcome, junra.”

      Ruby had heard that word only once or twice before in relation to the mystics. It meant something like “pilgrim.” She offered a small bow appropriate to the woman’s apparent age. “Thank you, grandmother.” All elderly women were called grandmother. It was a thing the Mist Elves did.

      A smile creased the other woman’s face. “Polite. That’s good, that’s good. Also smart enough not to walk along the floor. A promising sign.”

      “Again, thank you.” Another small bow. She’d had manners drilled into her by both her family and Keshalla. Then again, etiquette can only take one so far. “So, what’s the deal here?” She gestured around the room. “I don’t see an exit other than the one I entered through.”

      The room’s other occupant nodded. “A challenge, as I’m sure you expected from the outset. Good luck, junra. I offer you this word of advice.” Her smile widened. “Don’t fall.”

      She vanished in the now-familiar shimmer, which replicated on the other pedestals. When it ended, the tallest column was empty, but people inhabited the other two. To her left was a leather armor-clad Mist Elf gripping a drawn bow. To her right, a matching figure with fire already coalescing in his palm. Well, that escalated quickly. She called up a force shield on each arm and deflected the attacks, congratulating herself mentally on not overreacting and jumping to attack. That warm feeling lasted all of five seconds before the column beneath her trembled. Panicked, she kept up the shield against the fireballs and dropped the other while launching herself across the room to the tall pillar on a burst of force magic.

      She landed and spun to find the others had moved as well. Now the caster was on her right and the archer directly opposite her. Her only ranged weapons were her throwing knives, and she felt none too confident about making the toss across the distance that separated them. Magic it is. Ruby delegated part of her attention, the one controlling the shield on her right arm, to the foe that now hurled alternating balls of fire and electricity at her. Her defense was adequate but maintaining it was slowly draining her energy. She threw her left arm forward, palm out, and channeled a burst of force from it directly at the archer’s face. It intercepted a pair of arrows, shattered them, and missed the target when her enemy crouched. She growled and lowered her aim, sending another at his torso that he jumped to avoid. When he landed, he took to the air again immediately, this time toward the empty pillar on her left. The one on her right jumped as well, to the one his partner had vacated. She copied the motion, descending a level to the platform on that side. She called, “Quite a dance we have here.”

      They didn’t reply, only resumed their attacks. Okay, be that way. Given the archer’s nimble grace, there was only one good option. She shot a wide cone of electricity at him and maintained her shield against the other. Her foe tried to jump out of the way, but she’d anticipated the move and shifted the cone with him. It caught him in mid-transit, and his body stiffened and fell. While she was distracted by the overwhelming desire to see what happened when he hit, the caster smashed her legs with a burst of force and knocked them out from beneath her. She scrabbled at the surface of the platform as she slid off and managed to grab the edge with one hand.

      Ruby hung for the moment it took to realize she’d survived, then created a force platform to stand on, attached to the pillar. It shook violently as if the structure was trying to throw her off, but it was enough. She launched herself off it with another magical blast and leapt. The caster tried her tactic against her, but he’d chosen poorly, assuming she’d go to one of the empty columns. He couldn’t redirect the attack fast enough to catch her as she hurtled toward him. She dispatched quick bursts of ice, his preference for fire suggesting that maybe he’d dislike its opposite. The caster intercepted them with a flame shield, and she called up one of ice an instant before she hit.

      Her momentum propelled him to the platform’s edge, where he windmilled for a perilous second before he smiled at her and fell over the edge. She turned, her shield at the ready, but no other opponents appeared. Only an exit from the room, directly opposite the one she’d come in. Well, it was too much to hope it would be only one challenge, right?
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      The tunnel beyond the door continued to wind down into the mountain. The entertainment of kicking her light ahead had faded within the first five minutes this time. Still, Ruby didn’t want to expend any more magic to move it differently, fearing she’d need all of it before the venamisha was complete. She’d tweaked a muscle during one of the jumps that hadn’t announced itself until the adrenaline had worn off, and the unexpected twinges when she moved the wrong way made her grumpy. She barked, “You know, I didn’t train in engineering for six years to wind up as a damned mountain… walking… person. Whatever they’re called.” She kicked the ball harder and almost got hit in the face as it bounced off a turn she hadn’t seen ten feet ahead.

      She retrieved the errant item and carried it around the corner. Another opening into another room, but darkness beyond. A roll sent the ball forward, revealing a tiled floor similar to the previous one. Where those patterns had been geometric, these flowed, connecting from block to block. The ball stopped moving, showing nothing but an empty floor. Remembering the brazier in the first room, Ruby directed a thin line of flame at the nearest block, but nothing happened. She tried ice and electricity with similar results. With a scowl, she observed, “You know, force doesn’t make sense, and shadow is, well, dark.” However, a bolt of the latter activated the runes, which glowed purple as they filled in around the room and illuminated it from the nearer side to the opposite end.

      Stone platforms hung in mid-air, their thick smoothed edges glowing with the purple lines. The seven surfaces were positioned at different heights and looked too far apart to jump from one to the next, even if they were on the same level. They climbed toward the center of the room, then descended again on the far side. She used a force blast to fly up to the nearest, roughly eight feet off the floor on her left. She advanced unhindered to the one before the centermost, and the center platform shimmered at her arrival nearby. When the glow faded, an elderly man, almost the twin of the woman from the previous room, nodded at her. “Welcome, junra.”

      She sketched a bow, holding it for the requisite amount of time plus a couple of seconds. “Thank you, grandfather. Please tell me we don’t have to do battle with one another.”

      He laughed at the jest, seeming entirely gleeful. “Fortunately not, as I likely couldn’t have defeated you in my prime, which passed so long ago I can scarcely remember it. No, your challenge here is of a different kind.”

      “Do tell,” Ruby replied, and he laughed again.

      “When you ascend to this platform, you will be unable to advance or retreat without overcoming the obstacles on the others. The ones behind you will be easier; the ones ahead, more difficult and more dangerous. You may, of course, turn back now, before invoking this next stage of the venamisha.”

      Yeah, right. Like Keshalla would ever let me hear the end of that. “Once I’ve done so, it’s over?” He laughed and faded into another shimmer without speaking again. She shouted, “I’ll take that as a yes! Done deal!” Before she could overthink it, she launched herself into the air and landed on the center platform. The room around her platform fell into darkness, then the two nearest it illuminated. A shriek filled the air as lightning crashed down on the one before her, transforming into a cylinder made of that power that extended ten feet toward the ceiling. She turned to look at the one behind, which flames covered. Ice would take care of that one. Electricity, that’s more difficult. She considered flying into the darkness and trusting her memory to where the next one in the sequence was but quickly abandoned the idea. They’d prevent that, I’m sure.

      The logical option would be to encase it in force, but the continued sparking and snapping meant that it would be a constant drain to maintain against the lightning while she dealt with the next challenge. So, I need to figure out how to limit that. I have just the thing. She unhooked the canteen from her right thigh, dumped out the tiny amount of liquid that remained, then threw the cap at the platform. It deflected from the outside of the magical cylinder. “Okay, then, how about this?” With careful deliberation, she used pulses of force magic to lift it over the field and drop it on the platform from high above. It attracted the lightning to it, and she quickly created a double force barrier above it to insulate herself from the metal, then launched herself over.

      The next one illuminated. On it stood a statue with its arms extended like it wanted to hug her. Circular holes were positioned where its face, hands, and heart would be. Magic filled each, cycling through ice and fire in quick succession. She put her hands on her hips and observed to the room, “This looks way too easy.” A flick of her fingers sent a bolt of flame into the ice, and the figure’s forearm shattered. A moan echoed through the space, and the statue moved with a groaning scrape, pulling the arm in protectively. Ruby frowned. “Okay, what the hell is this? I have to face the challenge, but get a guilt trip too?” She focused her will, ready to strike all the remaining spots simultaneously so she wouldn’t have to watch the figure suffer, but stopped before doing so. As a test of magic, this is neither difficult nor dangerous. So it must be something else. “Oh, I hope I’m right about this.” She checked the draw on her daggers, wrapped herself in a force shield, and blasted toward the apparent target dummy.

      The circles disappeared when she landed beside the statue, and it smiled at her before it, too, vanished. The next one lit up, revealing a beautiful pair of swords on a stand. They were pristine, even from a distance. Once beside them, it became clear that they were magical, each faintly glowing in a cascade of changing colors. A double sheath sat beside them, and she knelt to take it up, almost overwhelmed with desire for the blades, which she was certain would render any further encounter trivial.

      Almost overwhelmed. Her internal voice cautioned, “Hold up there a second, grabby. This is still supposed to be a challenge, right, not a reward?”

      Ruby frowned, but her hands stopped before they touched the weapons, despite the gravitational pull of her need for them. You’re right. The truth is, I haven’t earned the right to wear these yet. She stood, and with a regret that felt almost like breaking, said, “I will not accept these. Still, if you could keep them around until I’m ready, I’d appreciate it.”

      The weapons vanished, the lights came back to full intensity, and the exit appeared. Internal Ruby asked, “What would you do without me?”

      Be a lot happier, probably. For that one, thanks. She paused to drink from her remaining canteen and refocus her mind, then launched herself through the doorway.
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      The tunnel came to an abrupt end as the path suddenly leveled and opened into a chamber she hadn’t seen coming because of the angle. It was similar to the room above in that the walls and floor were crafted and covered with geometrical symbols. It was dissimilar to it by virtue of the statues positioned all around the perimeter and the fact that it was easily three times as large. Maybe a little bigger than two basketball courts side by side, but rounded, her brain supplied helpfully.

      The brazier in the center was proportionate to the one in the larger room, and she hurled a ball of fire into it before she could second-guess the wisdom of doing so. Again the fire spread, but this time in straight lines to each of the statues, where it vanished only to reappear in several of the figures’ cupped hands. When the space reached full illumination, the ceiling emerged from the shadows. It was a dome with arches that met in the middle, covered in a series of beautiful paintings depicting the Mist Elf villages, the mountain, the lake, and the forests. The images were all rendered with a beauty that spoke of a mixture of magic and talent, which was an art some of the mystics pursued. Was this here before the mystics, or are they somehow involved in the venamisha?

      She stood near the entrance, hands on her knives and her gaze on the pictures for long enough to realize she’d become entranced and lost track of time. Ruby shook her head, thinking about the tongue-lashing Keshalla would give her if she knew she’d let her defenses down that way, although the force shield was still active. She walked clockwise around the room, examining each statue in turn, interrogating them with both her mundane senses and her magical ones. The first was the Oriceran version of a deer, much like the Earth animal, rearing up on its hind legs as if attacking a threat in front of it. She ran her hand over the work, the carving so perfect and detailed that it almost felt alive. The eyes were sapphires, again so meticulously detailed that if not for their color they could be real.

      That’s not creepy at all. She suppressed a shudder at the feeling that something alive was trapped in the immobile rock and moved on. All the statues appeared carved from the mountain’s native stone, and as positioned, none of them could retain their balance only by the force of gravity. There had to be magic at play in the chamber if only to keep the astonishing works of art from tipping over.  The next was of a woman who looked very much like a Mist Elf except for the sharp pointed teeth she bared in a grin and the tentacles that stuck out from her scalp in place of hair. Her hands held fire as if she would hurl it at an unseen enemy. She was a creature from a children’s tale, a siren that lurked under the waves to draw innocents to a watery grave. The siren’s eyes were carved jade. This time the chill raised gooseflesh on her arms.

      Ruby muttered, “Come one and all to the house of nightmares. This would make a hell of a sideshow attraction.” The third statue was a tiger rearing up as the deer had. Shadows, ridges, and maybe different colors of rock indicated the stripes; she couldn’t tell. The muzzle seemed twisted in something that almost looked like a superior smile. It was so lifelike that she backed away from it reflexively. The eyes of this one were crimson, carved from a scarlet gem, and instead of a round pupil like the Earth version possessed, this one had the slitted pupil of a domestic cat.

      Ruby stepped quickly to the fourth statue, which she was pleased to discover didn’t look as if it was going to attack or eat her. It was a mystic in long robes with an impressive beard, his eyes straining upward as if looking for wisdom. It held flames in its upraised palms like the siren and seemed to be trying to peer into them, or through them. The eyes on this one were flat stone, no jewels. She frowned, wondering what the difference was, then shrugged. Not enough evidence to draw any conclusions.

      The voice in her head suggested, “Maybe when someone who’s called dies, their spirit is trapped in one of the statues. Think about it. You could be here for eternity.”

      We could be here for eternity. Also, shut the hell up. The situation was challenging enough without her overly critical sense of self-awareness helping matters along. I could be at home playing video games, but no, I had to be called to a dusty, dangerous, weird place under a mountain. She walked to the final statue, which was the most unsettling of them all. It was from another legend, a creature of the forest. The figure resembled a Mist Elf, but with bark for skin and leaves for hair. He appeared to be wearing armor, and the handles of six knives were visible at his hips, thighs, and boots. His face was arrogant, and he seemed to be looking down his nose at her no matter where she moved from side to side. His eyes were carved diamonds, and his lips framed a scowl. She got the feeling he would prove a formidable opponent, skilled in both magic and combat, and was very glad that he wasn’t alive, despite how much the statue might try to convince her he was.

      She reversed her direction and examined the statues again. None of them seemed any different on the second pass, so she returned to the only one that was unique, the one with the stone eyes. Ruby ran her hands over it to see if her eyes told a different story than what was physically there, as it was doubtful any illusion would stand up to two of the Mist Elves’ senses. Nothing registered, but when she touched the figure’s face, a chill breeze swept through the room. She stepped back, ready to fight or run, moving slowly toward the exit.

      Ruby was halfway there when a door rose from the floor to seal it off. She ran to a wall and put her back to it, drawing and positioning her sword in a diagonal guard in one smooth motion. A kindly voice emanated from somewhere above. “Welcome, junra. You have reached your destination, and the object of your calling awaits.”

      She snapped, “Maybe you could be a little less creepy about it, huh?”

      The voice didn’t reply to her comment but continued in the same tone. “Before you can depart, you must endure the trial. Only those who prove themselves worthy may leave this place.”

      “Jerk.”

      “Those of us who have gone before wish you well, junra.”

      Her adrenaline surged through her veins, and she forced herself to remain calm. She’d seen enough James Bond movies to know that it could be anything next: flooding the room, lasers, maybe poison darts. Her mental voice added, “Or bees. Or spiders. That would suck.”

      You suck. Shut the hell up. The room changed again as she sensed another presence, or motion, or both. She scanned wildly, looking first at the thing that had given her the most visceral scare, but the siren with her nasty hair-tentacles was still in place, still immobile. A sound from her right caused her to turn in that direction, and she saw the forest warrior step forward. He turned to her, bowed, and drew the knives from his knee-high boots. They were longer than she’d imagined, almost short swords. Some keen sense told her he probably wouldn’t put a force shield over the edges to protect her.

      Fine. I’ll do it myself. She’d never tried the idea, but it shouldn’t be too hard. Ruby had anchored spells to objects before. It was part and parcel of creating magical items. In this case, she’d need to power it up, attach it to the blade, and let it run. Sure, it would be a continuous draw, but she could handle it if she didn’t expend too much other magic. If he couldn’t cut her, it would go a long way toward evening the odds since she was fighting a creature made of stone.

      She envisioned and cast it in a matter of seconds. Her jaw dropped in astonishment as nothing happened. For the first time in her life, other than when in the proximity of a powerful anti-magic emitter, Ruby couldn’t access her power. Her foe grinned as if he’d been waiting for that realization to hit her, then lurched into motion much smoother than a stone being should have been able to pull off.

      “Holy hell. I’m dead.” Naturally, at the moment she could have used some intervention from her mental voice, a little confidence, maybe an ego boost, silence reigned.
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      While a small part of Ruby’s mind might have decided the fight was over and she’d lost, most of it leapt into action thanks to a combination of stubbornness and long training. She shuffled quickly to her left, circling the brazier with her opponent walking after her like the gods-damned Terminator, that arrogant smile on his lips, and the stone knives that appeared sharp as steel in his hands. The fact that he didn’t blink, only stared ahead with those diamond eyes, was as creepy as anything else about the situation.

      Her mind catalogued his movements while she avoided him. He advanced in fits and jerks, which would help her recognize attacks, but he looked far faster than he should be. It seemed downright unfair that she couldn’t use magic while he was obviously magical. She tried fire, shadow, and frost in quick succession with zero effect. Even her fallback protection was now suspect since the amulet probably wouldn’t work under whatever anti-magic field was in operation.

      Okay, then, I’ll have to beat down this rockhead on my own. Fine. If I’m lucky, the sword will act like one although he’s stone. If not, I’ll chip away until he’s dead. Or something. It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the only one she had. She took one more shuffle-step away, then used her forward foot to push her into a run at her opponent, hoping her speed would lend her an advantage against the living statue.

      He pivoted, and his lead arm came down in a block to protect his torso, but that wasn’t her target. She slid at the last instant, wincing as the hard stone floor slammed into her leg, and slashed her sword across as she passed. It smashed into her enemy’s ankle and chipped off a piece of rock but otherwise failed to accomplish anything useful. The statue lifted a foot to stomp on her, but she rolled away before it landed and got back to her feet. Well, that sucked. At least she knew that she could damage it, but it would take a while to evade its defenses enough to cut off its foot, which was likely her best option. Even then, he’ll probably stump around the place after me, or grow a new one, or something equally annoying.

      She backpedaled as he attacked, easily picking off the thrusts and sweeps of his knives. He surprised her by hurling one at short range, but she’d practiced defending against that particular move a zillion times with Keshalla and deflected it with a slight twist of her sword. He had another blade in his hand almost instantly, and they continued their progression around the room. She tested other parts of his body, slashing at the neck, the ribs, a wrist. None was any more effective than the attack on the ankle had been. When her mental voice finally joined the fight to observe, “We might be screwed,” she couldn’t disagree.

      A swift set of strikes forced her to dive aside, and her shoulder complained as she rolled on it. She came up facing the deer-equivalent statue and was utterly surprised to see a weapon lying at the base of it, a forked antler that appeared to be metal. Her opponent drove her away from it with sweeping slashes, and she spotted more weapons on the next two statues. The siren had a chain and a trident, both of which were similar enough to weapons she’d trained with that she could use them. When she saw what lay at the foot of the tiger sculpture, she dashed for it, her desire for its offering overwhelming.

      She snatched up the gauntlet at a run and slipped it on over her left hand, instinctively knowing that’s where it would fit. Each of the fingers ended in a long claw, like the tiger she was borrowing it from might have. She slid her sword into its sheath and drew a knife, committing to keeping the rest of the fight up close where she could use the new weapon. It has to be here for a reason, right? It has to be able to hurt that thing, or why bother? She’d retrieved the knife mainly for blocking. Fortunately, Keshalla believed in unarmed combat and ambidexterity, so Ruby was well-positioned for the battle ahead.

      Her foe’s stone face didn’t change, but he seemed to move faster as he darted in and sliced at her in a flurry of blows that she was hard-pressed to defend. She evaded some, deflected others with her knife, and finally had no option but to grab the one coming in at her eye with the gauntlet. Her opponent’s weapon snapped in her hand, and a smile blossomed on her face. “Oh, that’s not good for you at all, is it?” He had another weapon in his hand in seconds, but not before she landed a solid slash across his neck. The claws cut through like the statue was made of wood rather than rock, and while she would have preferred something softer, pudding maybe, she could cope. The blow left a trio of gashes that looked deep, and a small part of her brain deeply resented that statues didn’t bleed.

      Her foe expressed neither pain nor worry, only kept coming at her. He slashed with the knife, and she jumped back to avoid it but ripped his arm with her claws. He thrust low, and she blocked with her blade then stabbed forward with the talons. She realized her mistake as his other elbow slammed down on her forearm and caused the arm to go numb for a moment. Feels like there’s something fractured in there. Can’t let him do that again. She was more careful in the follow-up exchanges, only countering when it was safe to do so, and eventually it came down to one last blow. She blocked and leapt while slashing at his neck. When the statue’s head fell off from her claws’ final impact on the portion that remained, the figure vanished, only to reappear in its regular spot. She sank to the floor and downed her healing potion, gritting her teeth against the pain as her bones moved back into position before the wash of comfort spread over the injury.

      She held up the claws, admiring them, and probably would have continued to do so if not for the throaty, feminine growl from behind her. “Take off the glove.” She turned to see that the tiger statue had transformed into true life, a tiger that could somehow speak and was prowling toward her.

      Ruby tried to summon a shield but still couldn’t. “Uh, okay, sure. Nice giant tiger.” She pulled off the gauntlet and stood after setting it down on the floor, then backed away. “There you go.”

      The tiger sat behind the gauntlet and stared at Ruby. The cat’s fur was orange, gold, and black, and resembled the Earth species but somehow conveyed her magical nature. Maybe it was the slitted eyes, which stayed locked on her as the tiger swiped at the gauntlet and it vanished.

      Ruby frowned and crossed her arms. “Hey, not fair. Why do you get to do magic?”

      “I am magic.”

      “Well, so am I.”

      The creature snorted at her and shook its oversized head. “No, you have magic. I am magic. There’s a difference.”

      Ruby nodded. Okay, crazy cat. Whatever you say. “Sounds good. So, what’s the way out of here?”

      The tiger lowered herself to lie on the floor with her paws underneath her. “The only way out is through.”

      “Through what?” She looked around the room, hoping to find that another tunnel had materialized. Nothing was any different, though, except for the fire in the brazier, which had started to burn a little less brightly.

      “Through me.” Laughter colored the words.

      Fear stabbed through her. The tiger surely outweighed her by hundreds of pounds, and without her magic to protect her, Ruby wouldn’t be able to take more than a couple of blows before succumbing. “Okay. How about rock, paper, scissors?” The look the tiger threw at her would have withered a less confident person. Not me. I’m full of confidence. “No, uh, Monopoly? Parcheesi? Go Fish?”

      The tiger climbed to her feet again, then stretched and yawned. And, improbably, kept stretching. Her body elongated and shrank until a Mist Elf woman stood before her, but with the same orange, gold, and black in her hair. She was covered with fur as well, except for her face, which looked normal. Her eyes were still those of a cat. Her voice sounded higher in this form as she said, “No, you must only answer a question. If you get it right, the door to exit this place will open. If you get it wrong, it won’t. I’ll go back to where I was before your entrance summoned me here, and you’ll eventually starve to death if you don’t go insane and end yourself first.”

      Ruby considered attacking the creature, but only for a moment. The tiger-woman would doubtless be less powerful in this form than in the other, which might give her the edge she needed to win. Then she thought about how easy it would probably be for the tiger to revert to all cat, or maybe only regain her claws. The wry smile on the other woman’s face revealed that she knew exactly what was going through Ruby’s mind. “Okay. What’s the question?”

      “Do you suffice?”

      She blinked. “What?”

      The other woman laughed at her, and Ruby took note of the sharp teeth that had hidden behind her lips. “Do. You. Suffice?”

      She considered what the question would mean, coming from this magical creature. Could she defeat her in combat, maybe? She’d already won a fight, so perhaps the answer was yes. By most accounts, she’d been successful in most of the things she’d seriously tried to be good at in life. Was that the same as being sufficient? She thought back to the items her teacher had insisted she bring, the rations and water that she would have forgotten, not to mention the extra weapons and armor. No, I most certainly do not suffice. Still, was that the correct answer, although it was the true one? Only one way to find out.

      “No. I do not suffice. I need others in my life to help me.”

      The tiger-woman grinned and nodded. “The beginnings of wisdom. Very good. You may call me Idryll.” It sounded like eye-drill, and that’s what the other woman’s gaze was doing to hers.

      “Okay. Hi. I’m Ruby.”

      “Interesting to meet you, Ruby.” She gestured, and a door at the far end of the room opened to reveal a passageway. A passageway leading steadily upward, it appeared.

      Ruby sighed. “Looks like I have a walk ahead of me.”

      Idryll nodded. “Indeed, we do.”

      Ruby blinked. “We?”

      The woman laughed again as she shifted back into her tiger form, and again her cat mouth looked strange as she spoke. “Indeed, we. As you said, you do not suffice. From here on out, I will make up what you lack.”

      She couldn’t put thoughts together, only followed the tiger as it led the way out of the room, its muscles rippling. Fine. This is fine. Surely, this is fine.
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      Enough time had passed inside the mountain that when Ruby stepped back through the portal from Oriceran to the kemana, it was the middle of the night. Rather than waking the family, she’d left a note to let Matthias, who was always the first to rise, know she was home. When she finished that, she discovered the tiger-woman was already asleep on the bed with the covers pulled up to her neck, making strange happy-sounding growly noises.

      She changed into a nightshirt and climbed in beside her, wondering how in the world she’d explain this to everyone. Her head spun with the implications—how would they live together in the small attic room? What would her parents think? How much would she have to take care of her new apparent life-partner—until her brain succumbed to sleep, crushed under the burden of questions without answers.

      She woke with the sun and stumbled toward the shower with a small growl of her own at the woman taking up far more than half of their shared sleeping space. When she emerged, toweling off her hair, Idryll was sitting cross-legged on the bed staring at her. Ruby stammered, “Uh, good morning.”

      She inclined her head in response. “The same to you, Ruby.”

      Again, she seemed faintly amused. Ruby wondered if something about her entertained the shapeshifter or if the other woman thought everyone on Earth and Oriceran existed solely for her amusement. “So, we never got around to discussing what you eat or any of that stuff.” They had a veritable mountain of stuff to deal with.

      Idryll shrugged, seemingly unconcerned. “I can eat anything in any of my forms.”

      “You, uh, have more than the two?” Ruby couldn’t remember feeling quite so out of her element, ever, except when she’d met Keshalla for the first time.

      Her laugh was throaty and inspired a smile despite Ruby’s nervousness. “Oh yes, more than two. Are all humans as easily unbalanced as you are?”

      Ruby scowled. “Well, if you mean would the average human find having a fatal headache that could only be fixed by fighting to the death to somehow wind up with a crazy cat lady as a life-partner somewhat disconcerting, yes. Also, I’m not a human.”

      Idryll lifted an eyebrow. “You look like one.”

      It was true. She was back in disguise now that they were on Earth. “That is a long, complicated, and as yet not completely revealed story. You know very well that I’m a Mist Elf, so knock it off.” She sighed. “My mother will want all the details. Maybe you can tell her.”

      The other woman showed her teeth. “Oh, no. Also, you might find that you have…issues sharing any information about your venamisha.”

      Ruby frowned. “What kind of issues?”

      Something like a purr came from Idryll. “The kind that will prevent you from speaking about it in any detail. There’s a reason the stories are so vague.”

      A sigh escaped her. “Well, I guess I’ll point at you, and everyone can figure it out for themselves. Now, come over here. We need to find you some clothes. I mean, your fur is nice and all, but you’re going to distract every male who sees you if you don’t put something on over it.”

      The other woman laughed throughout the process, which made Ruby grind her teeth. It felt less like a joyful laugh, although some mirth was in it than a condescending one. She’d never been particularly comfortable being the source of others’ amusement, and that now included the oversized feline. Plus, it would take time to explain stuff, time she didn’t have. She needed to get jobs lined up and put her business plans in motion, not to mention trying to figure out the next steps to make whoever killed the people at the casino pay for doing so. I’m way too busy to deal with a person-sized talking cat with an attitude.

      When they were both properly clothed, Idryll stared at herself in the mirror while Ruby tamed her hair, pulling the still-damp locks back into a ponytail. A small chime echoed through the house, the staff’s announcement that breakfast was ready. Except on special occasions, they never had a formal meal to start the day, which meant that the staff treated this as a special occasion, doubtless at her mother’s request. “Lovely,” she muttered, then continued, louder, “Okay, kitty, let’s do this.”

      Idryll replied, “Perhaps don’t call me kitty, and maybe I won’t bite your arm off while you sleep.”

      “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” She pulled open the door and headed out into the hallway. “This is fine. I’m sure this will be fine.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She steadily ignored the other woman on the way down to the dining room, then drew a deep breath and turned to warn her new partner not to cause trouble. She couldn’t because Idryll wasn’t there. She spun a full circle, wondering where she’d gone before the low rumble of a loud purr brought her eyes down to her feet. There, sitting primly beside her in a puddle of clothing that no longer fit, was a cat. She was a Bengal, probably twice as large as the usual breed, and had stripes like Idryll had in her tiger form rather than the more common spots. Even at that size, her amused superiority was obvious.

      Well, that’s useful, I guess. Mental note, put in an order at the pet store. She shook her head and whispered, “You are such a jerk,” then turned and walked into the room. Only her father and sister were present, and Morrigan immediately shot to her feet and rushed over. Ruby grinned and held out her arms for a hug, but her sibling ignored her completely.

      Her sister slid to her knees and enthused, “Oh my goodness, what a cute kitty. You’re a sweetheart, aren’t you? I know you are.” The cat fell over on its side so she could pet it, and Ruby rolled her eyes and headed for the table.

      Her father grinned at her. “You went on a legendary journey and what you have to show for it is a cat?”

      She nodded as she sat. “It looks that way.” She tried to tell him about it but discovered that the words wouldn’t come. Confused, she made another attempt but still failed. “It appears there’s a reason you don’t hear about them more often. I try to explain, but no sound comes out.”

      Disappointment flickered across his face, but understanding quickly replaced it. “That explains a lot. Maybe you can answer questions. Let’s try that. Is the cat part of your journey?” She nodded, happy to be able to confirm it. “Was it hard?” She nodded again. “Did you have to fight?”

      She tried to nod a third time but was unable to move her head and laughed ruefully. “Seems like you’ve gotten all you’re going to get from me, Columbo.”

      Rayar chuckled and nodded. “Well, okay then. This will really upset your mother, though.”

      Ruby laughed again. “Well, at least there’s one bright spot. This time I get to keep the secrets.”

      Discomfort was there and gone in her father’s expression, but he pretended it hadn’t happened. “Will your roommates be okay with you bringing in a pet?”

      She frowned and paused in the transfer of scrambled eggs from a bowl to her plate. “That’s a good question. I have to hope so. They’re pretty cool. I’m sure we can work it out.”

      Morrigan took her seat again. “Well, if not, I’m happy to keep her. What’s her name?”

      “Idryll.”

      Her sister scowled. “Where did you come up with that? It’s rather vicious-sounding for such a pretty kitty.” Her voice went sing-song at the end as she looked down to the side, presumably where said kitty was.

      “She’s volatile. Big claws.”

      “No way. She’s adorable. She can stay here. We’ll convert your room into a play area.”

      Her mother came in and immediately joined the chorus of approval over the new animal. Ruby’s inability to divulge any exciting information about her experience was a major irritant for the older woman once she got past the suspicion that her daughter was being obstinate and refusing to share. Like I would do such a thing. So, a little good, a little bad. Now I need to get the heck out of here.
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        * * *

      

      It took another half-hour before she could extract herself from the family and portal to the garage near the house she shared with her roommates. She escorted the cat up to her room, thankful not to encounter anyone along the way. When the door was closed, Idryll transformed into her tiger-woman form when Ruby turned her back. “This is where you live? I like the other place better.”

      “Shut it.”

      “I mean, why pink? It’s not a shade that goes well with your skin. Makes you look rather sickly.”

      Ruby sighed. “Everyone’s a critic. Listen, I need to meet with someone, and it’s the sort of meeting where bringing a cat, a tiger, or another person along wouldn’t make sense. Can I trust you to behave yourself here while I’m gone?”

      The other woman threw herself back on the bed, which creaked underneath her alarmingly. She must be heavier than she looks in this form. I don’t want to explain that I managed to break my bed. Too good a setup for the others. I’ll never hear the end of it.

      “Depends on how you define ‘behave,’ I suppose. I promise not to eat anyone unless they attack me first or I get really hungry.” She looked thoughtful for a second and added, “Or bored.”

      “You know, I’d like to think you’re only screwing with me, but something tells me you’d be downright dangerous to everyone around you if you lacked distraction.” A small television sat on one of the dressers, and she flicked it on and handed over the remote. “Here, watch some TV. It’ll be educational.”

      The tiger-woman pushed herself up on her elbows. The way her fur blended with her skin was beautiful. No clear separation between the two was visible although part of her was furred and the rest wasn’t. “Do you expect to be gone long?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I need to get to the Strip and call a car. Where I’m going is about twenty minutes away, figure an hour there, then the same back unless I find a good hidden spot to portal from. So, a couple of hours tops. Do you think you can manage not to ruin my relationship with my roommates for that long?”

      Idryll leaned back with a long-suffering sigh. “I suppose. There better be something exciting waiting for me on the other side. Or I’ll have to eat someone.”

      Ruby laughed. “Maybe I should introduce you to Jennifer then. Seems like a fitting end. Her gravestone can read, ‘consumed by boredom.’” She walked to the door and pointed at her new partner. “Seriously. You behave.”

      The toothy grin she got in reply did not inspire confidence.
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      The trip had been more or less what she’d predicted. The car dropped her off at a town too small to be included on most maps. It sported a collection of homes, a grocery store, a gas station, a school, and not all that much else. She’d first visited Vagrant’s Crossing when she was in high school as part of a career project and had returned every time she’d come home from university for a visit.

      She looked up the long sidewalk that led to Margrave’s house. “Phineas Margrave the Fourth,” he’d declared at their first meeting, then insisted that she call him Margrave. High school Ruby couldn’t be that informal, so they’d met in the middle with “Mr. Margrave,” but the title had fallen off as she’d gotten older and they’d gotten closer.

      Like Ely, the town was positioned at the base of a mountain, giving it a robust irrigation system. The lawns were green and expansive, a source of evident pride for the residents. Her business mentor’s also bristled with odd statues and structures. He claimed it was his hobby: both the creation of artwork out of discarded junk, like the ten-foot-high skeleton made of what looked to be mainly car parts, and collecting items to tell stories, like the small forest of lawn gnomes engaged in a game of miniature croquet on the opposite side of the yard.

      She noticed he’d added a new scene since her last visit nine months prior. Two homemade robots looked down over a chessboard filled with kid’s action figures from old cartoons. One of the robots winked at her while she stared, and she laughed and bounded up the short stairs to the porch.

      The man she’d come to visit opened the door before she reached it. Although he was in his fifties, he looked very well preserved for his age, upright and energetic. He had bushy brown hair, a bushy short brown beard, and a thin handlebar mustache curled back to point at his nose. He always wore jeans, t-shirts, sandals, and oversized flannel shirts, even in the hottest weather, and today was no exception. His enormous grin was a sign of his affection for her.

      The one that stretched her face was for him, as well. She closed the remaining distance and gave him a hug, which he returned with strong arms. Finally, she stepped back, and he made a show of examining her. “Doesn’t seem like graduating has changed you much. Did you get my gift?”

      Ruby laughed. “Yes. The other folks I shared a house with at school weren’t excited to discover such a small statue could contain so many confetti cannons, not to mention the sheer quantity of the stuff they spewed out.”

      He giggled—it was the most incongruous thing about him, that sound, and she adored it. “The secret is in the packing. You use magic to take out the air in between so you can get a nice tight arrangement.”

      She frowned. “How do you keep it from sneaking back in?”

      He twirled one of the curls in his mustache. “Well, you have to work in a vacuum.”

      “You know how to create a vacuum?”

      A slightly sheepish look crept onto his face. “Well, it required some experimentation. A little breakage, a burn or two, but no real, lasting danger. Anyway, it worked in the end.” He waved her inside and led her straight into the basement, where he kept his workshop. His work area’s illumination was battery-powered with lanterns and lamps on every surface, plus movable task lighting for specific needs. Down the center ran a long stone table, the size of two large picnic tables, but higher and polished to a perfect shine. It was soapstone, chemically inert by nature and magically inert due to a hell of a lot of work making it so. Margrave was both a wizard and an engineer. He was essentially what she wanted to be when she grew up, minus the wand and the eccentricities that had crept into his personality. Or maybe they were there all along, and it doesn’t have to do with all the “experimentation.”

      Shelves and cabinets covered all the walls, their flat surfaces liberally adorned with components and parts, pieces, and who knew what else that the man used in his builds. Margrave created purely mundane objects on occasion, but his real interest was crafting items that blended magic and technology. As often as not, he made them as toys or for his entertainment, but she knew he also took challenging commissions that apparently paid well enough to give him lots of free time to pursue the things he loved. He’d never volunteered specific information about the business side of his craft, and she’d known not to ask for anything more than he was willing to offer freely.

      Today, she had things to ask. Important things. “I need a little help with something.”

      He nodded and gestured at a stool positioned at one corner of the table, then took the one diagonally across from it at the end. “Of course. What can I do for you?” He grabbed a small metal file sitting on the stone surface and twirled it in his fingers—his energy always sought an outlet, and if he weren’t deep in thought or work, he would inevitably fiddle with something.

      “Two things. First, I have a weird question for you. Did you hear about the robbery attempt at the Mist?”

      He gave a thin smile. “We may be backward out here at the crossing, but we’re not that backward. We do get the news. Not to mention social media at 5G speeds.”

      She blinked. “You have 5G? How did you manage that?”

      “Trade secret. It was a pretty puzzle. Took me a week to figure it out.”

      Ruby stared at him with a practiced look that almost always got people to keep talking. Unfortunately, he was immune to it, and like most things about him, change was unlikely. Finally, she shrugged. “Quit trying to distract me. What do you know about the casino?”

      “I hear the explosives were partially magical. That’s how they hid them.”

      “Holy hell. That makes sense. Still, I saw those guys, and there’s no way they were magicals.”

      He chuckled. “I thought it might have been you when I heard about the white-haired woman who beat them down. You asking about the robbery more or less confirmed it. What do you hope to accomplish now by trying to find out more? Closure?”

      Only after she slammed her palms down on the table and shouted a curse did she realize how much anger and frustration she’d carried since the event. Angry tears leaked from the corners of her eyes as she composed herself again. “Sorry.”

      Margrave nodded. “It’s okay. You can always be yourself here.”

      If only. Doubtless the man had sensed her disguise at some point but had chosen not to remark upon it. Given the work they’d done together, him teaching her how to make objects that incorporated magic and demonstrating how to combine the two, it would be virtually impossible for him to miss it. He’d never asked, and she’d never told. It was one of the reasons she trusted him as much as anyone on the planet. “I can’t stop thinking about the fact that people died because of it. I want to understand why. I need to make sure those responsible pay for it.”

      His voice was emotionless, and his gaze had sharpened. “What might that payment entail?” It seemed like an important question, so she thought about it for almost a full minute before answering. What would be the proper counterbalance for such a loss? Could anything be?

      Finally, she managed to reply, “Justice.”

      His expression didn’t change, but his eyes softened a little. “That’s an answer I can get behind. So, if the explosives mixed magic and technology, there aren’t too many people who could have done the work for them, assuming as you said that they probably didn’t do it themselves. There’s only one other than me who I’d trust with the job.”

      “That seems like a good start. By the way you said it, I don’t get the impression you’re best buddies with whoever it is.”

      He barked a laugh and shook his head. “That would be an appropriate way of stating it, for sure. It’s Grentham.”

      Ruby’s eyes widened in surprise. “Oh. Yeah. I guess not.” The dwarf was as close as Margrave had to a nemesis. They’d found themselves in competition for jobs over the years and had very different opinions about what was appropriate and what wasn’t. Frequently, when the wizard refused a job, the dwarf was more than willing to take it on. “I didn’t realize he was still around.”

      Margrave nodded. “He works for Aces Security, one of the big contractors.”

      Ruby was well-acquainted with Ely’s security companies since they were an essential part of all the casinos’ operations. They competed with one another for the best gigs and were vicious in attempting to run their competitors out of business whenever an opportunity presented itself. That thought led to another. “Do you think the robbery was to cause the Sunshis to lose faith in their security people? Is it a business move?” The notion that something so petty might have cost innocent lives made her jaw hurt from the force of her clenched teeth.

      “Big business, if it’s simply business, but no way to tell.”

      She tapped a fingernail against her teeth while thinking. “Actually, there might be a way to tell. Stop by their offices. Have a look around.”

      He shook his head. “They’re not likely to let you in there. Even if you play the casino owner’s daughter card, you’ll only get into a meeting room.”

      “Well then, I won’t ask. What can you give me to help?” She’d come mainly to talk to him about whether he knew of freelance gigs she could take on, for him or his clients, but now she had a much more important task. A purpose, even.

      “Are you sure of this? Seems like it’s risky as hell. Those guys have guns.”

      She grinned and reached over to slap him on the arm. “Yeah, but I have you. Now, what gadgets do you have around here to turn me into James Bond for the evening?”

      She’d convinced him because Margrave clapped, spun up off his stool, and headed for the cabinets behind him. “I have just the stuff. Grentham and his friends won’t know what hit them.”
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      Ruby retraced her path back to the house she shared with her roommates and exchanged greetings with the others. Demetrius caught her on the second-floor landing, near the stairs to the attic. He looked around, as if to be sure no one was listening, and leaned in to whisper, “There have been sounds coming from your room.”

      She put on what she hoped was a suitably apologetic expression. “I must have left the television on. That was stupid.”

      He moved his head back to a normal conversational distance. “Yeah, it didn’t sound like television. More like walking around.”

      Oh, hell. Idryll, you dumbass. “Okay. I guess I have to confess. I, uh, took in a stray.”

      He grinned. “Well, well, well. My roommate is wilder than I thought.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “Not that kind of stray. Although she is quite attractive.”

      Demetrius fanned himself with one hand. “She. My, you are a liberated woman, aren’t you?”

      She slapped him lightly on the arm. “Oh-em-gee. Come upstairs, before you start spilling gossip all over the place.”

      He put a palm on his chest. “Are you suggesting I could be part of…a thruple?”

      Ruby frowned. “What the hell are you talking about, Demetrius?”

      “Ah, there’s the innocent Ruby we all adore.” He followed her up the stairs toward the attic. “A thruple. Three people as a ‘couple.’ You know, polyamory stuff.”

      “Sure, okay, whatever. No, I’m not inviting you to be a couple, thruple, quadruple, any kind of uple.” She stomped a little to ensure Idryll heard her approach, although she couldn’t imagine a situation where the tiger-woman wouldn’t be aware of it. Exactly what I’ll find when I open the door is open to question, depending on how annoying she wants to be. No point taking on problems that haven’t happened yet. That’s what Keshalla always says. Of course, her mentor never had to deal with a sassy shapeshifter, as far as Ruby knew.

      She opened the door, and her new life-partner was there in Bengal form, sitting primly and staring at them as they entered. Demetrius knelt to pet her, and Idryll accepted it with an attitude of “I deserve this.” That’s the cat side of her coming out. Ruby snorted inwardly. “So, there you go. The mystery.”

      Demetrius observed, “She’s very well kept, for a stray.” The look in Idryll’s eyes as she tracked Ruby’s walk to sit on the bed promised trouble later.

      “Sometimes you get lucky.” Other times, you get Idryll. “We more or less bonded immediately, so now we’re stuck with each other.”

      He stood. “Well, that does explain the noises, although I have to say, it sounded more like walking than a cat. She must have been jumping around or something.”

      “Could be. I think she likes to chase dust motes, and there are always some of those in an attic.” His phone rang, and he pulled it out of a pocket and looked down at it, then answered it and headed down the stairs with a wave. Idryll banged into the door to close it and was immediately in her most human-like form again.

      “He’s cute. Will you be dating him?”

      Ruby fell back on the bed with a groan. “It’s a little early for that, although I agree, all the boys are pretty easy on the eyes.”

      Idryll sat beside her, then flopped down so her head was near Ruby’s. “I look forward to seeing these boys. Also, if I hear ‘stray’ too often, you’re going to find your favorite things shredded beyond recognition.” She delivered the threat as a simple statement of fact. “I saw Wolverine on the television. Imagine if he got hold of your stuff, but with sharper claws.”

      It wasn’t worth trying to explain the idea of fictional characters. Ruby was exhausted, and she had things to do that would require her to be awake during the early hours of the day. “I need to nap. I have to break into a security company tonight.”

      Before she drifted off, she heard the soft comment, “We have to break into a security company tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      Given that Ruby didn’t generally engage in the sort of activities that involved creeping around in the darkness trying to remain unseen, it took a lot of digging through her clothes to find the right ones. Her black paratrooper jump boots laced up to the bottom of her calf, and the matching tactical pants that she’d worn during a brief stint dating a hiker tucked nicely into them. She went with a simple black t-shirt with vertical ribbing that was otherwise unadorned and put on a hoodie in the same shade overtop it. She gathered her hair into a warrior’s knot and clipped it in place.

      While she did so, Idryll poked through her belongings and found an outfit. She’d chosen the same color scheme, which was good, but the way the tennis shoes, jeans, and men’s dress shirt Ruby had stolen from a boyfriend hung on her was almost comical. However, with one of her spare hoodies, this one in charcoal rather than full black, and a little magic to hide her fur, Idryll looked entirely human. Until she moved at least since her feline grace came through despite the outward trappings.

      Ruby had considered arguing with her partner about the wisdom of joining her attempt on the security company, but none of the justifications made sense. She’d played them out in her mind, and pretty much every complaint could be answered with, “Well then, why are you doing it?” Without a good answer to that question, there wasn’t a point in getting into it.

      Ruby said, “Okay, we’ll portal from here to the casino. Then we’ll have to walk a couple of miles. I don’t want to call a car, and I’m not familiar enough with the area to get there by magic.”

      Idryll grinned. “I enjoy long walks in the moonlight. Perhaps I could be part of your thruple after all.”

      She sighed. “No more television for you. I can’t even deal.” A quick check confirmed that she’d locked the door, so no one should wander in and find them mysteriously vanished. She slid a black backpack over her sweatshirt, pulled up the hood to mostly hide her face, and opened the path to Spirit. “Move it, kitty cat.”

      Idryll hissed and showed her fangs, but hopped through without any additional fuss. This is fine. This is definitely fine. With a sense of foreboding, Ruby followed.
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        * * *

      

      It took most of two hours for them to reach their destination. The moon was up, but clouds diffused its light enough that it wouldn’t be a concern. The modern office park was located to the southwest of the Strip and housed a wide variety of companies that served the casinos and their customers. Warehouses galore, distribution centers for food and beverages, accountants and lawyers, and dotted throughout, security company compounds.

      Each of the businesses had defenses, from a simple chain across the vehicle entrance to the legal firms’ building to high fences and barbed wire protecting the warehouses. The domain of Aces Security looked ordinary from a distance, but Ruby was sure that they would have an enhanced set of anti-intruder measures in place, if only so they could point them out to potential clients. Dralen, for instance, would be quite impressed by such things, as they doubtless fit his view of what a security company ought to be.

      She and Idryll had circled the rear of the buildings, staying in the shadows the entire time. Ruby had altered her illusion. She was still a human, but with a borrowed face. It was modeled upon an NPC from a video game she’d played, that seeming to be the safest way to avoid someone getting accused falsely if her image was somehow recorded. She’d also darkened her skin to Jennifer’s tan coloring since it was reasonably fresh in her mind. Whatever she was at the moment, it certainly wasn’t a ghost. If anyone saw her hair, it wouldn’t give her away either since it was now a plain mousy brown.

      Of course, all of that was at risk if she used other magic, which was why she’d brought an assortment of gadgets along for the evening’s activities. She dug into her bag and pulled out a healing flask and an energy flask that she’d retrieved from the house on Oriceran earlier, and slipped them into one of her thigh pockets. A compact toolkit went into the one on the other leg. Next up, a leather bandolier with typical throwing darts that Margrave had modified with small vials in various colors. Finally, a small drone and a control device. She drew out the controller’s antenna, which he’d said worked through line of sight when it could so it would be less likely to be detected.

      Idryll asked, “What’s that?” She had the sense to keep her voice down, which again probably shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Cats of all kinds were predators and knew how to sneak up on prey.

      “It’s a way for us to get a high-angle view on their defenses, both mundane and magical.” The drone itself was about as large as her cupped hands, a rectangle with four propellers and a sensing block that included a camera and who knew what else. She set it on the ground, then used the remote to fly it high. It rippled and vanished as a magical veil spread over it. “Huh. He didn’t say it would do that. Damn, he’s good.”

      Aside from two joysticks for elevation and direction, the controller only had two buttons on it. She pressed the first, and some areas on the screen glowed. “Looks like they have motion sensors all around the fence and on the building itself. The fence itself is probably alarmed or electrified. They’re playing it smart, too. The roof has the sensors as well.” There goes the plan to get to the roof and sneak in that way. “On the plus side, I don’t see any cameras, and this thing didn’t indicate any. Probably they don’t want anyone being able to tap into the lines or the signal or whatever.” She hit the other button, but nothing lit up. “Well, if this is working like it’s supposed to, there are no external magical security precautions. That likely means we’ll find some inside.” She worked the sticks to bring the drone back down. “Margrave was sure that Grentham wouldn’t leave the place undefended.”

      “Are we going to portal to the door?”

      Ruby winced. Yeah, that’s a logical question, and all I have for it is an embarrassing answer. “Here’s the thing. I can only portal to someplace I’ve been. Like, someplace I’ve physically stood. I’m not sure why, and no one has ever been able to explain why some of my magic works differently than for other people. It’s one of the reasons I studied what I did in school, although I didn’t find any good answers there either. Anyway, long story short, I can’t portal from here to there.”

      The tiger-woman’s expression suggested she was holding back laughter. “So if I asked you to portal to a spot five feet from there, you couldn’t do it?”

      “No. I couldn’t. I can do lots of other things though, including kicking your smug ass with a wide array of weapons and talents. Leave it, and let’s get a move on.”

      Idryll shook her head. “What other things can’t you do? Light candles? Make ice when it’s hot outside?” She’d stuffed her hands into the pockets of her sweatshirt, as though conserving energy for what was to come, remaining almost still in the cool air. Warming herself with the heavy application of mockery, apparently. She asked, “So, we go in fast and hard, and kill any who oppose us?”

      “No, we’re still not opting for your plan.” The shapeshifter had tried to sell her on that approach several times already. “There’s no guarantee they’re guilty, and if they’re not, we’d be as much in the wrong as whoever killed those folks at the Mist.”

      “Are all of your people as impractical as you are?”

      Ruby packed the drone into the bottom of the backpack so she’d have quicker access to a couple of other specialty items inside it and put it on her back again. “What you call impractical, the rest of the world calls ‘logical,’ or ‘reasonable,’ or, and I like this one best, ‘not murderously insane.’ Perhaps you could join us on the rational side of things for a while. See how it goes.”

      Idryll snorted. “Risking yourself for the benefit of others isn’t rational.”

      “Shut it, and let’s go.” She headed in a crouched run for the nearest corner of the fence, one of Margrave’s darts held in each hand.
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      She felt the drain on her illusion as she neared the corner, what could only be an anti-magic emitter, and a strong one at that, and dropped to a knee. “Damn it. They are thoroughly prepared. Well, maybe it means there won’t be any inside.” She’d considered using a force blast to fly over the fence and into the compound but was thankful she hadn’t. Having her ability to cushion her fall taken away would have been a pretty solid disaster.

      She pulled the hood closer around her face as a shiver of anxiety flowed through her. The shadows were still significant, and the area didn’t have spotlights, thankfully. No, subtlety seems to be the rule so far. The emitters took care of her original plan, which had been to use the darts and the spells they contained to knock out the motion sensors. She’d planned to use them on the cameras she’d expected to see, as well. I hope they’re not simply really well hidden. Now, she needed a different idea. She whispered, “If we move slowly enough, we should be able to defeat the motion detectors. It won’t be fun, but it’ll be doable. I didn’t bring bolt cutters though. I figured I’d use magic to deal with any barrier.”

      Idryll grinned and held up her hand. Claws extended from beneath four fingers, a slight shine the only thing that showed the black weapons in the darkness. “I can take care of that.”

      Ruby nodded. “Okay, we’ll do it then. If we meet with trouble, we split up, hide, and meet at the house. It’ll be bad if they catch me, but I can always fall back on my family. Them catching you would be much worse, especially if they realize what you are. Plus, a cat wandering around in the building once we get inside would probably be pretty damn suspicious.”

      “As if they could catch me.”

      “They have magic and weapons at their disposal and could always get lucky. It’s not impossible.”

      The shapeshifter snorted in derision and crawled toward the fence, her body barely off the ground. Ruby followed, with notably less agility. Eventually, they reached the barrier, and Ruby hissed for the tiger-woman to stop. Placing her hand near the metal revealed no trace of the tingle that would come with proximity to electricity.  Ruby had to admit to being surprised it wasn’t electrified, but maybe out here with wildlife, workers coming and going at the other businesses, and who knew what else, that wasn’t a practical choice. She pulled out a handful of cables with alligator clips and carefully connected the metal on either end of the spot where they’d make their entrance, ensuring that any circuit that existed from one side to the other still would when they cut the fence. She lifted the lines with a nod, and Idryll sliced through the chain-link with a single stroke of her claw.

      It required a full hour of careful movement for them to cross the wide expanse of grass that separated the outer perimeter from the building. Ruby recognized a shooting range as they crawled through it, and also an obstacle course like the ones she’d seen in army movies. Guess they use their backyard for training. Makes sense, really. No one to see what’s going on, thanks to the fences, and as long as they warned their neighbors to expect the gunfire, no cause for alarm.

      She tapped Idryll’s foot and pointed toward a small door set in the back of the building beside three huge windowless garage doors composed of the same metal skin as the rest of the place. Google Maps had shown the part of the facility visible over the fence as dark blue, and it seemed to be uniform over the whole structure.

      They made it to the entrance without an issue. The anti-magic field generated by the emitters fell off about six feet away from the building. “There’s going to be an alarm system attached to this door. I have a gadget that should confuse the signals enough that it looks like a malfunction that corrects itself rather than a break-in, but no guarantee that someone won’t come to investigate. Remember, no killing.”

      “You’re no fun at all.”

      Ruby softly snorted. “So I’ve been told.” She dug in the pack for the small silver disc. It was thinner than a credit card and carried both force and electrical magic. There would be a three-second pause when she activated the device, long enough for her to get it wedged into the doorway, then discharge. The electricity would temporarily confuse most security systems, and if positioned properly, the force would push the door and frame apart enough that she could get it open. The physical deadbolt, which wasn’t part of the alarm network, she’d deal with essentially telekinetically. In reality, it was very fine-controlled force magic, but if it looked like telekinesis and acted like telekinesis, she would go ahead and think of it as telekinesis. “Ready?”

      Idryll grinned. “Since before you were born.”

      She scowled. “How long were you in that statue, anyway? I mean, I can see why someone would be so annoyed with you as to trap you in stone for a century or two. Hell, I’m there already, and I’ve only known you for what, two days?” Without waiting for a reply, she shoved the disc in, slid the deadbolt aside, and yanked the door open. Her partner slipped inside, and she followed, pulling the door closed behind her. She paused, ready to make a break for the back fence if they’d been detected, but no alarms came.

      They were in a huge garage at least two stories high, with cars and trucks of several sizes parked in front of the exits. It reminded her of fire stations she’d seen in news broadcasts, minus the emergency pole from the upper floor. Three of the vehicles resembled armored cars like the ones a bank might use. All of them had reinforced bumpers and fenders for ramming and larger than expected wheels. “That’s pretty damn martial, right there. Seems a little offense-focused rather than defensive to me.”

      Her partner intoned, “If your enemy is dead, they cannot hurt you.”

      “Not much room for negotiation in your world, is there, kitty?” She could tell that calling the shapeshifter “kitty” got under her skin and was fully committed to doing so with reasonable regularity.

      “A tiger doesn’t negotiate with meat. Only eats it.”

      Then again, maybe pissing off the giant jungle cat isn’t the wisest choice. “Okay, let’s move on. Same rule. If we wind up in trouble, I want you to make a break for it since the worst I’ll get is a slap on the wrist.”

      Her partner’s tone failed to match her words. “As you wish.”

      Ruby sighed, then made sure the bandolier full of darts was properly situated. She positioned two of the electrical projectiles in her left hand, ready to disarm any modern surveillance devices they came across, and opened her senses in the hope that she might notice magical defenses before they activated. “Remember, we have a magical on the other team. There could be traps.”

      “Are you going to talk until sunrise, or are we going to move?”

      She frowned. “You know, it’s not like I make a regular practice of breaking into buildings. This is all kind of new to me. Consider not being a jerk.” Still, truth lay within the cat’s words since she had to admit she was procrastinating. A little. Maybe. “All right, let’s do this.”

      Two doors led from the space, one on the near side and one across the vehicles’ parking spots. They chose the nearest and moved through in a rush. Ruby flicked a dart at the camera in the corner the instant she spotted it, and the equipment gave a telling sizzle as the electrical spell in the projectile went off on impact. “Well, they’ll know we’re here soon enough if we keep having to kill cameras. There was no way to avoid that one.” Fortunately, her disguise was back in place, and her partner had cinched her hood carefully around her face, hiding her fur. Idryll’s claws had vanished as well, leaving her hands looking entirely human. Yep, that’s us, a pair of normal humans where we don’t belong.

      The hallway led deeper into the building. They walked past conference rooms with glass walls, a small kitchen, bathrooms, and what looked like a combination locker room and armory abutting the other door into the garage. No other cameras were visible, which was a little alarming in and of itself. Maybe they don’t want a record of what goes on in here existing, and only cover the entrances and exits. That would make some sense, even if they’re on the up-and-up. A double-wide staircase led up from the back of an impressive lobby area, and they moved quickly up the steps.

      Idryll hissed as they neared the top and abruptly stopped moving. Ruby halted immediately and dropped into a crouch. “What?”

      The shapeshifter’s face wrinkled as if she smelled something unpleasant. “Hostile magic. From ahead.”

      “You can smell magic?”

      “Smell, taste, feel, hear, sense, all of those or none, I can tell you it’s up there.”

      Well, that wasn’t even a little understandable. Thanks for the illumination. “Okay, can you tell what kind?”

      Idryll shook her head. “No. Only that it waits to be triggered.”

      Magical defenses were a large part of a techno-magical engineer’s work, so she’d trained and become well-acquainted with various possibilities. She pulled out the drone, fired it up without letting it fly, and used it as a camera to examine the room. Sure enough, a tight grid showed up on the floor that was likely both detection and device. “Interlocking lines. Probably electrical, since they wouldn’t want to burn the building down or anything.” She showed the display to her partner.

      “Could trigger weapons.”

      Wonderful. “You’re right, it could. So, best we stay off it.” She used the drone to examine it some more but discovered no other defenses in the room. “Here’s my thought. I can create a force shield above it. We walk on the force shield and get through one of those two security doors.” She put the drone and its controller away and pulled out a palm-sized square object. “This should pick the electronic lock in no time.”

      The other woman lifted an eyebrow. “So you say you’ve not broken into other places, but you have the tools to do so?”

      She shrugged. “You have to learn a lot of things to become what I want to be. We used these as a basis for figuring out how to defeat magic locks. Not that we’re quite there yet. This is more or less one-size-fits-all, but magic locks require far more specific countermeasures.” She handed it over. “You hold it over the keypad. It should do the job without any other involvement.”

      She made sure to cinch her hood tightly and summoned a force shield above the grid. She’d never used one quite this way, but it wasn’t a far stretch from things she was familiar with. Walking across it was difficult since she had to keep the part of her mind that sensed the steps on the shield segmented from the rest so she didn’t get confused and drop it by accident.

      They made it to the door, the lockpick did its work, and they were through. Right into a room filled with four security guards who were already in motion, abandoning the food containers on the round table they sat at in favor of grabbing weapons.
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      Idryll bolted to the right as Ruby called, “Split up.” She had no intention of abandoning the Mist-Elf-pretending-to-be-human that she’d joined with, despite the repeated suggestion that she do so. The mere concept was ludicrous, but the other hadn’t quite realized the repercussions of undertaking the venamisha. She has no idea what she’s in for.

      At times, the ritual battle resulted in a mismatch where the choice of weapon paired the pilgrim with someone who wasn’t right for them. Those people would have false memories of the experience and would return more or less to everyday lives, convinced that their calling hadn’t turned out to be a true one. Better that than a lifelong bond that would make both parties miserable. When the person chose wisely, as Ruby had, the benefits to both partners were incalculable.

      Like now, when she’s stumbled into a situation that might have been dangerous for her if I weren’t here. Her natural inclination was to transform into her tiger form and tackle several of them at once, but the clothes would be a problem, and there was no reason to reveal that power to deal with this trash. One enemy was directly in front of her on the same side of the table and bringing a pistol up from his hip. Her instincts told her he had no chance of getting it into action before she reached him though, so she ignored it. On the opposite side of the furniture, the second fumbled with a larger device she didn’t recognize. Her knowledge of human weapons was limited to what she’d seen on the television.

      However, it was probably safe to assume that increased size often meant increased danger, as with most things. I’ll deal with that one first. She smoothly leapt into the air and tucked her knees up against her chest. The jump took her over the first opponent, and she had a split second to be amused at his expression before she was past him. She kicked back with both feet, wishing she had claws instead of sneakers—they made far too much noise to sneak in compared to her paws, so that was a stupid name—to do real damage. The feel of the contact assured her that he’d be flat on his face for at least as long as it would take her to handle the other, who she now flew toward even faster after using the first as a platform.

      The man with the longer weapon got it around to point in her direction, but it was too low for him to shoot her with it, if that’s what it did, and it certainly wasn’t in a position to be used as a club. Her right hand grabbed the thing to ensure that the angle didn’t change, and she brought her other one across so that her elbow smashed into him. She’d aimed for his throat, only remembering after he’d managed to block that with his chin—now broken—that Ruby had requested she not kill anything. Idryll showed her fangs in a smile and laughed inwardly. Ruby probably thought it was more than a request. She does have a great deal to learn.

      Idryll rode her foe down to the floor, making sure that her full weight, transmitted through both knees, broke more of his bones. He won’t get back into the fight. The first had risen faster than expected and pointed a gun at Ruby, who was at work on her second opponent. Idryll roared, the tiger’s yell magically produced since this form’s vocal cords couldn’t create it. The man flinched, and his shot went into the ceiling. She was on him a second later, reluctantly keeping her claws sheathed as she swatted him in the back of the head, smashed a fist into his ribs, and slammed a foot down on his knee. He fell to the floor, and she gave him two kicks: one to knock his weapon spinning away, and another to roll his eyes back in his head.

      Before she could turn to assist her partner, a door opened to reveal a man with a baton in one hand and a gun in the other. He charged at her while sticking the weapon out in front of him. She swatted it aside as she moved away from his gun hand and yelped in pain as lightning came out of the tip and surrounded her hand, burning it and making her muscles twitch. Ruby yelled, “Watch out, stun baton,” and Idryll’s teeth bared in a fierce grin. A little late as a warning. I’ll know one when I see it again. The man tried to fire over his extended arm, but she ducked and spoiled his aim, then put a palm on the carpet and spun in a circle, sweeping his legs out from beneath him. She ripped his weapons away and threw them aside, grabbed him by the shirt, lifted him, and banged the back of his head off the floor, once, twice, and a third time, until he was unconscious.

      She stood and turned to her partner, who had dealt with her pair. Ruby said, “We’re sure to have set off alarms now. Let’s see what we can find out before more bad guys show up.” She led the way deeper into offices, using her little metal things to get the doors open and rifling through desk drawers while Idryll watched for additional enemies.

      A sound came from the room they’d entered the level on. She crept back to look, then quietly returned to Ruby. “A lot of men, more than we fought before, are gathered in the entryway. I don’t think we can beat them without risking injury.”

      Ruby snarled a curse and started shoving papers into her backpack. “Go to the other offices and bring me whatever papers you can find. I’ll work on slowing them down.” She dug into another part of her bag and came out with a handful of small globes, but Idryll lost sight of them as she raced down the hall. The first door proved resistant to her kick, so she summoned her claws and raked one through the gap between door and frame repeatedly until it came free. Two wire baskets, one on top of the other, sat on the desk. She grabbed them and returned to Ruby at a run, then dumped them into the backpack. Now four orbs sat in front of the door, and the other woman followed her back.

      As they got the next doors open, using their different techniques, shrieking sound and flashing light came from the doorway. Ruby chuckled. “Hope they were wearing night-vision goggles. That would hurt. A lot.”

      “You are too gentle.” Idryll dumped more papers into the bag. It was almost full.

      Ruby nodded. “Only when I can be. These people are probably doing their jobs. Sure, they might be doing it for a bunch of scumbags, but that’s not necessarily their fault. It’s possible they don’t know.”

      Idryll shrugged. “If you choose to follow a poor leader, still, that is a choice.”

      The other woman shifted the pack onto her back. “Is dealing with you a choice? If I say go away, will you?”

      She laughed. “No. Nor would a smart person wish me to. Although perhaps your intelligence level has still to be determined.”

      Ruby put her mouth to Idryll’s ear. “I had planned for us to portal out of here, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. I wouldn’t want them to get even a little look at where we’re going, and the lack of cameras makes me think they’re probably there, but well-hidden.”

      “Perhaps there is hope for your intellect after all. I agree that they would be fools not to have surveillance everywhere.”

      The other woman ignored the jibe. “So, we’ll go through them fast and hard. I’ll blast them with force to clear the path, then we run back the way we came. No worry about setting off alarms outside. If we can get a decent distance away, out of their line of sight, I’ll open a portal to a neutral location.” She knew several points on the Strip that wouldn’t be easily identifiable through an open portal, mainly service roads and alleys.

      Idryll nodded. “I’ll follow your lead.”

      Ruby ran forward and blasted the smoke that had filled the hallway with force magic while covering her face with her free hand. It took two more blasts to clear the way as they bolted through, angled to deflect their opposition to the sides rather than directly back. She’d worried that the enemy Ruby had identified—Grentham—might be there, but probably these were people who had already been at the facility since they’d responded so quickly. Moving out before magical opponents could arrive was indeed wise.

      Alarms blared as they went through the back door and into the motion sensor field. Ruby angled toward the hole in the fence, and for a moment Idryll wondered why, then remembered the anti-magic devices the other woman had mentioned. They weren’t powerful enough to rob her of her abilities, and she felt them only as a small tickle at the edge of her senses. As she neared the fence, which was at least four times her height, she gathered herself and leapt, easily clearing it to land on the opposite side.

      She helped pull Ruby through, and together they ran back the way they had come. Shouts and gunfire came from behind, but after the first crack, her partner placed a force shield around each of them, and they kept running. She shouted, “Do you think we got anything worthwhile?”

      Ruby yelled back, “Not sure, but they seem like they wanted to hide something. That many people in the building for overnight security? If it’s not a coincidence, it’s probably worth following up. Hopefully, there’s a clue in the papers we stole.”

      Idryll laughed. “Congratulations, by the way.”

      They rounded a corner, and Ruby stopped running and summoned a portal. They both hopped through it, and she closed it before any of the men chasing them showed up on the other side. After panting for a few seconds, she asked, “Congratulations? For what?”

      She laughed again. “You said you’d never broken into someone’s building before. Well, now you have. Doubtless it’s the first of many new experiences now that you’ve chosen to oppose those who would hurt innocents.”

      She frowned. “I’m only trying to find out what happened at the Mist. Let’s not make more of it than it is. Come on. We have a bit of a walk to get to Spirit.”

      Outwardly, Idryll nodded and followed without replying. Inwardly, though, she grinned. Yes, partner, you have a lot left to learn. I’ll be right here to help, every confused step of the way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Jared Trenton, CEO of Aces Security, angrily marched through the lobby and headed directly for the surveillance room, a small rectangle accessed through an unmarked door. He’d discussed the situation with Grentham the dwarf on the way in, and neither had a clear idea about what had happened the night before. It made the most sense to think that someone had connected them to the action at the Mist, but as far as he knew, the people he’d hired didn’t have any clue who they’d worked for.

      Grentham had no clue how anyone had created the link either, which was unusual. Normally, if Jared was clueless about something the magical had it under control, and vice versa. It was one of the things that made their partnership so effective. He had sales meetings lined up for the rest of the day, so instead of being able to get down into the details and investigate like he wanted to, he was in his lucky black pinstripe suit with a bright red power tie. His short brown hair had been trimmed the day before, his face was freshly shaven, and he stayed in shape, both as a personal preference and because the clientele expected it. The Mist’s owners were bound to look for additional security now, and he’d scheduled his appointment with them a month in advance.

      Almost as if I knew something would happen. He chuckled to himself. Inside the surveillance room, he found his partner looming over one of their technicians, a geeky man in his mid-twenties. Jared snapped, “What do we know?”

      The dwarf replied, “Camera caught the perps, but it’s not particularly useful.” He was short, stocky, and dark. Dark hair, dark mustache, dark beard, dark eyes, dark clothes. He wore exclusively black, as near as Jared could tell. At the very least, he’d never seen the magical in anything else. His slicked-back hair and his carefully trimmed facial hair gave him an “evil magician from the movies” look. The black trousers, shoes, and dress shirt accentuated the effect.

      Jared growled, “Show me.” The technician mumbled and pointed at a screen where two thin figures in hooded sweatshirts stood frozen in time. It was impossible to tell anything about them from that angle. “Is that the best we’ve got?”

      The dwarf replied, “Yeah. The cameras that would have gotten a good look at their faces had a malfunction.” He handed over a small dart, and Jared held it up to the light.

      “What’s special about it, other than this clear piece?”

      “That’s the important part. It contained magic. Lightning. Shorted out the camera. The thrower was smart enough to keep their head down.”

      He grunted. “How did they get past the motion sensors?”

      “I assume they were very slow and very patient. I don’t imagine they overcame the anti-magic emitters or anything.”

      Jared frowned. “So you’re saying they were magicals?”

      Grentham nodded. “At least one of them, anyway. The camera caught them creating a force shield over my detection grid. Clever trick. How they knew the grid was there is a question I’d very much like to ask them.”

      He looked at his watch and frowned deeper. “Let’s talk upstairs.”
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        * * *

      

      The invaders had fortunately not had time to make it to his corner office in the back. They might not have been able to get in even if they had, due to the complicated lock his paranoia had demanded. The room was better decorated than those of his subordinates but still downright spartan compared to the upper-level management in the casinos. File cabinets covered one wall, each with biometric security, and a couple of pieces of artwork depicting military scenes graced the others. His furniture was all wood and steel with four chairs around a meeting table, plus an L-shaped desk with a chair on either side.

      Jared leaned forward on that desk and growled at the man across from him, “Do we have a leak?”

      Grentham shrugged. If the anger radiating off his boss bothered him, he didn’t show it. “I can’t see how. Only you, Phillips, and I knew on our side, and there’s no way he talked. He understands perfectly that reporting anyone contacting him will get him a bigger payday than going against us. Besides, we’ve seen no unusual activity from his surveillance.”

      The CEO grunted, leaned back in his chair, and ran his hands through his close-cut brown hair. The decision to keep eyes on his top-level subordinates wouldn’t make any of them happy if they knew about it, so the dwarf took care of it personally. “One of the people we hired, then?”

      “They couldn’t have known about the connection back to us. If anything, the secrecy would have led them to believe they were working for him, and no way would they have said so.” Even when they were alone, they didn’t use that name because if someone got a hint of his involvement and he felt the slightest amount of risk, he’d sweep the field clean by killing them all and burying them in the desert.

      “Okay. That makes sense. So, we chalk it up to random chance, with the possibility that one of our competitors put a word in someone’s ear to make life difficult for us?”

      Grentham tugged on his beard, a sign that he was thinking. After a few seconds, he nodded. “That seems like the only logical way to go. Of course, we’ll beef up the defenses and add in some new wrinkles that will make that pair unhappy if they’re stupid enough to come back, and I’ll have the protection team do a full evaluation of our processes. They don’t have much else on their plate right now, unfortunately.”

      Yeah, and that’s the heart of the problem. When Jared had created Aces Security, it had seemed like a risk-free venture from the financial side. All those casinos plus the companies that supported them, working with lots of cash and materials, would need security to protect them. He had the contacts from his time in the military, good people who were willing to do what was required to take care of his clients. Early contracts were plentiful, but ultimately competitors came in, and some of the businesses switched providers. Eventually, he was running in the red rather than the black. That’s when I got the offer I couldn’t refuse. Not that I would have anyway if there’d been an option.

      He nodded at the dwarf. “Well, we’ll have to see what we can do about that. The next phase is ready to go?”

      Grentham confirmed, “Yep. Scheduled for tonight.”

      “Excellent.” Jared stood and adjusted his cuffs, feigning confidence he didn’t feel. “I have a meeting with the wizards and witches about watching one of their warehouses.”

      “Pathetic. Scraps.”

      He shrugged. “We need cash flow, and we have the people.” He didn’t have enough work to keep his current staff busy, much less the additional personnel he’d been ordered to get on the payroll as quickly as he could manage. Grentham didn’t know about that part of the overall picture and wouldn’t if Jared had anything to say about it. He knows enough about our ties to the big man. Any more, and someone might think I’m an accessory rather than an essential component. I’ll see them all dead before I let that happen. His watch buzzed with a message, and he stared down at it, first in irritation then in trepidation. In a rasp created by his suddenly dry throat, he said, “Looks like I’m going to be a little late for the meeting. Will you have someone push it back a half-hour?”
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        * * *

      

      He steered the SUV into a parking spot right next to another that looked just like it. A half-hour before, he’d put his phone and watch into a box that would block all signals in or out so the electronics couldn’t trace him, and flipped the switch that deactivated the vehicle’s GPS sensor. As far as any records that might exist of his location, he was last seen in a fast-food parking lot near his business.

      In reality, he’d driven south to a vast oil facility that had a private covered parking lot. His car had been expected because the guard at the gate lifted it before he had to roll down his tinted window to ask. He climbed out of his vehicle and into the passenger seat of the other one. The driver, a stocky human with a blond flattop, dark sunglasses, and an attitude that filled the small space nodded. “Trenton.”

      “Smith.” All of his contacts with the organization that now more or less owned him after the initial meeting with the boss of all bosses were named something simple. He’d encountered two Joneses, one Anderson, and one Matthews so far, plus the Smith. In idle moments on the drive to and from meeting places, he wondered how they all kept it straight or if they required their people to adopt new names full time. “What’s so urgent?”

      The man’s hand dipped into his suit coat, and Trenton tensed. They all dressed alike, too, with dark suits, white shirts, boots instead of dress shoes, and not a tie in sight. They also carried pistols in shoulder rigs. He only withdrew a sealed envelope with no name on it. “Orders.”

      He’d never for the life of him understand why the organization preferred in-person meetings to the more modern tools of the trade, like temporary emails, encrypted smartphone apps, or even burner phones. Next up, we’ll be doing freaking dead drops with chalk marks on the sidewalk. He took the envelope without a word and put a twist of humor in his farewell. “Smith.”

      “Trenton.” The other man nodded.

      Jared climbed back into his vehicle and waited as the other one drove off. Then he opened the envelope and saw the two paragraphs of printed commands inside. Holy hell. That’s an escalation. On a compressed timeframe. He gunned the engine and headed for the exit, afraid as always of failing the big man. In the recesses of his mind, a small, worried voice wondered what the next operation after this one would be and whether he’d survive it. Time to make sure I’ve fully funded my escape stash and my go-bag is ready for a long trip on short notice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby had slept fitfully for a few hours after their adventure, but she couldn’t bring herself to stay in bed with all the possibilities running through her brain. Coffee and a shower helped, and she returned to her room to find Idryll sitting on the bed in her tiger-woman form, surrounded by paper. Her partner had worn one of Ruby’s nightshirts to sleep in and looked as rumpled and tired as she felt. Now that Ruby was back in her standard jeans, boots, and t-shirt, at least her lack of focus should remain mostly hidden by the guise of normality.

      “Found anything?” Then, belatedly, “Uh, would you like some coffee?” Ruby stepped near her and extended the mug.

      Idryll leaned over and sniffed it. Then her lips pulled back in a frown. “No. Hideous. You find that appealing?”

      “Well, it’s not exactly Starbucks quality or anything, but yeah, I like it.” So far, Ruby had managed to find the other woman things to snack on, and she seemed to prefer the grazing approach to eat instead of a big meal. “We’ll get you something when we go out. Maybe stop at a breakfast place. Have you had pancakes?”

      With her eyes on the papers, Idryll gave a slow headshake. “I have found a reference on several of these things to something happening tonight and to a dark dragon.”

      “Ebon Dragon?”

      “Yes, that’s the phrase. Did I not interpret it properly?”

      Ruby made a seesaw motion with the hand that wasn’t holding the mug. “They mean the same thing, more or less, but Ebon Dragon is the name of a casino. A title.”

      “Ah.” The tiger-woman nodded. “That makes more sense, then.”

      She frowned. “How do you know how to read the human language?”

      Idryll lifted her gaze to meet Ruby’s. “You understand it, so I understand it.”

      That’s not creepy or anything. “Do you mean you know everything I know?”

      The other woman made the same motion with her hand as Ruby had. “Not really. Say more that some things you do unconsciously I can also do. Conscious stuff is messy, and I can’t get to it easily.”

      That goes in the “worry about later” file. “What do you mean by tonight?”

      “There are references to sunset and to something called 2200.” She said the numbers one by one.

      “Twenty-two-hundred. That’s military-speak for ten at night.”

      She held out a piece of paper. “Strange custom.”

      Ruby took it and saw that it was a printout of an email with only the time and a series of numbers. “Why do you think this has something to do with the Ebon Dragon?”

      Idryll pawed through the papers on the bed until she found the one she wanted and presented it with a flourish. “The names are the same on this one, which includes those words.”

      She read the email, which seemed on its face to be nothing more than arranging a get-together to gamble at the casino. In context with the other one, it could mean something. Or it could mean that they’re spending the night gaming. It’s the best we’ve got, I guess. “Okay, so probably we should wander down and take a look at this place later. Is it possible for you to, uh, get rid of the rest of your visible fur? I mean, the hoodie look is a good one, but maybe not in the middle of the afternoon.”

      Her partner sighed. “If necessary, yes. It is uncomfortable to do so for long periods.”

      “I guess the alternative is that you could stay here.”

      “Not a chance. I’m about ready to start chewing on people from sheer boredom.”

      Ruby grinned. “We could stop by a store, get you a big ball of yarn to play with.”

      The sound of the door opening made Ruby’s heart shoot into her throat, and she spun, ready to jump and block whoever it was from seeing the other woman. Daphne walked in, oblivious to the panic she’d caused, and her mouth dropped open for an instant before she shrieked, “Oh my God, it’s so cute!” Ruby followed her gaze to see that the Bengal cat was back, rolling around on the bed to get free of the nightshirt that trapped it.

      Her roommate rushed over and helped extract the animal, then looked up at Ruby expectantly. She sighed. “She’s a stray. Followed me home a couple of days ago.” More or less true. “Now I can’t get rid of her, even if I wanted to.” Again, true as far as it went. “So, I guess we have a cat. She’s not particularly friendly, though. Watch the claws.”

      Idryll, naturally, had shifted onto her back and was accepting belly rubs and nonsense noises from the witch. Ruby rolled her eyes but couldn’t restrain a smile. All things considered that went pretty well. Nicely done, kitty. She asked, “Is there something I can do for you?”

      Daphne nodded, not taking her eyes off the purring creature in front of her. “I wondered if you could deliver a package for me. I promised Abbot Thomas that I’d get it to him, but I got called into work. There’s no way I can afford a delivery service right now, and I thought since you haven’t lined up your freelance gigs yet, you might have an hour or two to take care of it.”

      Just like that, she was neatly trapped. Everything the other woman said was true although it didn’t account for the time she was putting in as an amateur detective. “Of course, I’ll do it. No problem.”

      With a sigh, the witch hopped off the bed and baby-talked at Idryll. “I wish I didn’t have to leave you, pretty kitty.” She turned to Ruby. “Instructions and directions are on the box. He knows it’s coming, so you shouldn’t have a problem. Thanks, roomie.”

      When the door closed behind their guest, Ruby said, “Now that she knows, everyone else will, too.”

      The Bengal laughed in Idryll’s voice and spoke, the mouth movements even more disconcerting than when she did it in tiger form. “Good. Perhaps I can begin to get a proper level of appreciation, then.”

      “Well, now we have a delivery to make. Let’s do it so we can move on to the important stuff.” She sipped from her mug and grimaced at the lukewarm brew. “And so I can get some Starbucks. Ugh.”
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        * * *

      

      The autonomous car had to stop at the end of the road. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the package’s ultimate destination. Ruby climbed out of the driver’s side rear seat, and Idryll, back in tiger-woman form, got out of the other side. The trunk popped in response to a tap on her smartphone, and she retrieved the square cardboard box from inside. It was big enough and heavy enough to be awkward, but not enough of either to block her vision or otherwise cause trouble.

      The monks had positioned a package receptacle at the bottom of the long sidewalk-slash-staircase that wound up the mountainside to the abbey, but of course, that wasn’t adequate to Daphne’s needs. No, apparently if there’s a mountain involved, I’m destined to climb it. The heat prohibited hooded sweatshirts, so she couldn’t use magic to make it easier without risking her disguise. She would have asked Idryll to do it since the tiger-woman was doubtless both stronger and more agile than she was, but her partner’s mood was iffy since she was also impersonating a human.

      She resigned herself to the walk and started up the mountain. Along the way, occasional puffs of mist shot into the air from small sprinklers on either side, cooling them as they climbed. She didn’t know much about the Abbey, only that she was looking for Abbot Thomas, presumably the leader of the place, and that they were a bunch of monks who generally didn’t interact with the Magic City community except in the form of beer deliveries in both directions. They’d been here before the casinos had gone up when the nearby town was only known as Ely, Nevada and most famous for its railway museum, which probably drew dozens of people from at least a fifty-mile radius a year. Yes, I’m petty. So what?

      Idryll asked, “Are these people mystics?”

      Ruby grunted and shifted the box to a more comfortable position. “They’re monks, which is as close as we get to mystics. Not magical but spiritual. Focused on a simple life. Impressive brewers of beer through the ages. I’ve had some from this one, and it’s really good.”

      “What do you think is in the box?”

      She shrugged. “I have no idea. Daphne didn’t tell me, and it seemed rude to ask.”

      They continued the small talk until they rounded a curve and caught sight of the abbey. It was two stories high, constructed of stone, brick, and wood. The exterior was simple, brown and grey depending on the material in question, with windows all the way around. A second building was attached to it, more modern-looking and built of uniform bricks, which was doubtless their brewery. They had four or five brews available at a time but didn’t sell them out of the abbey itself, only through establishments in town. She’d had both drafts and bottles and thought that the former was far better than the latter. Not that I’d turn down a cold one in any container right now.

      As they reached the top, a young man in a grey robe tied with a white rope opened the door to greet them. His smile made him seem even more youthful. His face was nondescript, other than the eager grin, and he seemed a little thin in the big robe. He took the box easily though, suggesting that some muscle hid within. She said, “Thanks, that’s from Daphne.”

      He nodded. “We were expecting this. Thank you for delivering it. Would you like to come in?”

      She asked, “Are you Abbot Thomas?” at the same moment that Idryll replied, “We’d love to,” and pushed past her into the building. Ruby followed with a sigh, but the truth was, she was curious as well. The entryway was a small room with doors on each side, and he led them first to the one on the right, which turned out to be a storeroom full of shelves.

      He slid the box onto one marked, “Food,” then explained, “Sometimes people visit us in times of need. We try to have some supplies we can send them off with whenever they’re stable and ready to depart. Daphne has been fantastic at collecting clothes, food, and medicines for them.”

      Ruby replied, “She’s always seemed like a good person, but I had no idea she was doing this.” I wish I had because I would’ve helped her. Well, no reason I can’t start doing so.

      “To answer your earlier question, no, I’m not Abbot Thomas. I’m Daniel. I believe the Abbot is over in the brewery if you’d like to meet him.”

      Idryll replied, “We would,” and Ruby nodded agreement.

      “Right this way.” He proceeded to lead them through a maze of hallways. They passed other monks along their path, all of whom seemed busy but were more than willing to pause in their efforts to offer a smile and a greeting. She found herself immediately liking all of them and taking comfort in the peacefulness of the surroundings.

      “How long have you been here?” she asked as they left the abbey and entered the other building.

      “About a year ago, I was thinking about joining the military or going to college, but I decided I needed some time to think about my future before deciding. I’d heard about the abbey from friends who had volunteered their efforts much like Daphne and figured I’d take a look. I’ve been here ever since.” He stopped talking as they reached an older man in a more threadbare robe with snowy hair that fell past his shoulders and a matching close-trimmed beard and mustache. “This is Abbot Thomas.”

      Ruby introduced herself and her partner and observed, “Pretty impressive place. Are you the brewmaster?”

      The older man laughed, and the joy that spilled out of him immediately made all her worries seem lighter. “Well, I’m in charge of the abbey, but when it comes to brewing, I like to think of myself as ‘first-taster’ rather than brewmaster. I don’t know how to do all the things, but I’m pretty clear on what tastes good and what doesn’t.”

      Daniel offered, “They delivered a package from Daphne.”

      Thomas nodded. “Ah, that woman is a treasure. She’s helped us with our efforts to serve the community since she was a little girl. We’re very lucky to know her.”

      Ruby asked, “What sort of efforts?”

      He smiled at Daniel. “Thank you. I’ll take them from here.” The other man took the dismissal with perfect grace and faded back the way they came. “Daniel is particularly busy today since he’s part of the cooking team for the evening meal. To answer your question, we help people in need, any need they may have. Sometimes it’s monetary. Sometimes it’s food, and sometimes it’s a place to stay until they sort something out with their families. Whatever needs doing, we do.”

      Idryll asked, “So, you’re a sanctuary?”

      He spread his hands to the sides. “We’re a little of everything. Yes, in the classic sense, we would shelter those who are in danger.”

      Ruby felt the rightness of the place down to her bones and wondered if some magic might be bound up in their commitment to goodwill. Who knows, maybe the local magical community has added its efforts, with permission or not, to help the abbey along. She clapped her hands together. “Well, Abbot Thomas, we don’t have time to stay right now. I guarantee you’ll see more of us in the future. We believe in helping others, too.”
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      The towering hotel attached to the Ebon Dragon rose in the background of the casino itself, which was several stories high and wrapped in the clutches of its namesake lizard, the chin resting on the roof and the eyes closed as if sleeping. Those eyes opened and looked around at various times of the day, part of a show for the tourists. It was technology, not magic, but worth seeing at least once.

      Ruby and Idryll wandered a slow path around the exterior, acquainting themselves with the space while also looking for potential vulnerabilities. They quietly chatted as they did so, but they hadn’t come up with anything interesting when they finished the walk. They’d attracted their share of stares, whether because of the tiger-woman’s orange, gold, and black mane or because of her white-blond hair, she couldn’t tell. Those were the most likely things to draw attention since their clothes were basic and the pair weren’t directly interacting with anyone.

      Ruby asked, “Seen enough of the outside?”

      Idryll nodded. “No clear vulnerabilities out here. I don’t sense any hostile magic in use.”

      She put asking about the extent of that ability on her to-do list and opened the door, waving the other woman inside. Ruby followed her across the threshold and into the interior. The casino had redone it since her last visit. Before, it was meant to look like the dragon’s hoard, with gold, silver, and gems on all the surfaces. She’d thought it appropriate but tacky. Of course, sometimes the line between the two was so thin as to be imaginary in casinos. Now, it was all done up in dragon’s scales, far more elegant. Some were black, others deep red, and many had a beautiful iridescent sheen. She whistled softly. “Damn, they’ve made some upgrades. I wonder what my parents think of this.” Spirit had long been one of the most fashionable spots on the Magic City Strip, but this would challenge that crown.

      They made a slow transit of the interior, Ruby leading the way and running interference as the tiger-woman did whatever it was she did to sense magic. When they’d finished their circuit, they stopped in a small Starbucks café in the casino’s restaurant area. She luxuriated in a flat white with a shot of vanilla. Idryll sniffed it, pronounced it “improved but still repulsive,” and refused to try it.

      “Heathen,” Ruby countered and took a deep drink, burning her tongue in the effort to show up her partner. “Damn it to hell.” Again, the expression on Idryll’s face conveyed the sort of humor that a predator might have watching its prey struggle. “Okay. So, it doesn’t look like there’s any danger at hand to me. Do you agree?”

      The other woman nodded. “Not in this area, anyway.”

      She was about to ask if they should stay and keep an eye on the place until the time marked on the sheet when a shadow fell across the table. She looked up to find two members of casino security staring down at her. They appeared to be human and wore matching dark suits with dragon pins on the lapels. The jewelry had red eyes, signifying their role at the establishment. Blue was customer assistance, green for dealers and pit bosses, and yellow for management. Every casino had a similar system, and her brain always catalogued it automatically when she encountered it. “Something we can do for you, gentlemen?” Their suits weren’t cut well enough to hide the holsters under the jackets. Probably tasers, but given what happened at the Mist, maybe not.

      They both looked alike, musclebound with short hair and hard eyes. The one on the right, who was notable only because his hair was darker than the other’s, nodded. “The casino manager would like a word, Miss Achera.”

      Outwardly, she nodded and rose. “Lead the way.” Inwardly, she cursed her luck. What the hell am I going to say? “Hey, someone’s planning to attack your place, but it’s not me, and no, I can’t tell you how I know.” Why does trying to be helpful have to be so damn difficult?
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        * * *

      

      She hadn’t met the casino manager before, but she knew the type. Rosalind Caruthers was undoubtedly a witch, despite appearing utterly human in her navy business suit and black blouse. The skirt was cut above the knees to reveal strong legs and expensive shoes. Her dragon pin had diamond eyes and was likely unique, given her position. She’d risen from behind the desk in her luxurious office, exchanged handshakes with each of them, and gestured them to a couch that sat across the room by the windows. They were high up in the hotel tower, a corner suite a few floors down from the top.

      Caruthers took her seat in a chair at a ninety-degree angle to the couch and accepted a glass of seltzer and ice from an assistant. The assistant then set coasters and additional glasses of the same on the wooden table in front of the seats. “So,” the executive asked, “to what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from the Achera family?”

      Ruby leaned forward and sipped the drink, which was as delicious and refreshing as one would expect. “I’m not here on behalf of my family or anything. A friend came to town unexpectedly, and I’m showing her around. Of course, I had to bring her to the Ebon Dragon.”

      “Of course,” the witch agreed with a smile that looked the tiniest bit fake on her lips. “Naturally, our security is a little touchy right now, and on the lookout for people who appear to be doing more looking around than gaming.”

      “Surely you’re not suggesting I had something to do with the events at the Mist?”

      The fake part of the smile vanished, leaving a real one. “Oh, I’m aware that you had something to do with it, Miss Achera. I’ve seen the video.”

      Ruby cringed, waiting for her to reveal something more, but nothing came. “Well then, you certainly can’t believe I had anything to do with the bastards who tried to rob the place.”

      “Nor those who tried to blow it up, I would imagine. Yet here you are, checking out my casino only a couple of days later.”

      Idryll interjected, “It’s quite beautiful. I was glad to have a tour of it.”

      Caruthers’s gaze swiveled toward the other woman, and she offered thanks for the compliment. Then she asked, “Where are you from?”

      The tiger-woman laughed. “Somewhere far from here. New York.” It’s what Ruby had told her to answer if the question ever came up, and she was pleased to see her advice followed.

      The executive’s eyes shifted back to Ruby, then to her assistant as the door to the suite opened. She nodded. “I’m only the appetizer for this meeting, so I’ll take my leave. It was wonderful to meet both of you. If you decide to visit the Ebon Dragon again, please make yourselves known to any of the staff, and I’ll stake you at the tables.”

      She rose and left without waiting for their answer, exchanging nods with a man in a grey suit, white shirt, and dark blue tie. He took the chair she’d vacated but didn’t relax into it. He sat on the edge with a rigid spine and a serious expression. “Miss Ruby Achera. Who’s your friend?”

      The imperious attitude coming off the man set her immediately at odds with him. “Her name’s Idryll. Who the hell are you?”

      He offered a thin smile and dipped his hand into an inside pocket, and pulled out an identification card that read “Paul Andrews, Paranormal Defense Agency.” She handed it back. “Reno or Vegas?”

      “Reno.”

      “Ah. I’m sorry. Must be a pain being the little office all the time.”

      He chuckled without mirth. “You’d be surprised. A lot of scumbags think the rest of Nevada is a safe place to operate.” His eyes didn’t leave hers.

      She sipped her seltzer, delaying long enough to be sure he knew that she was doing it to be annoying, then set it down. “Are you suggesting I’m one of those scumbags, Agent Andrews? You’re aware of who I am, which should make such a thing obviously ludicrous.”

      He shrugged. “It’s astonishing what some people will do for money, right up to and including trying to take out the competition with more direct means than simple business tactics.”

      Ruby chuckled. “All’s fair in love, war, and business, is that what you think? Sorry to disappoint you, but the family’s doing fine, Spirit is doing fine, and we had neither motive nor opportunity to pull off the action at the Mist.”

      “But you most certainly had the means. You have a degree in magical engineering, correct?”

      “I do. I heard a rumor the explosive devices were partially magical. However, I assure you that even if I wanted to do such a thing, which I don’t, I have zero experience with that sort of combination. You can feel free to check with my professors on that score.”

      He nodded. “We already did. Still, who knows? You might have been freelancing on the side, building up your skills.”

      Ruby sighed. “Now you’re fishing. While this conversation has been nothing short of delightful, Agent, unless you have a piece of paper to show that gives you the right to detain us, my friend and I have other casinos to visit.”

      “To scout out, you mean.”

      She stood, and he did too, a little too fast for comfort. Probably a physical intimidation trick he picked up somewhere. Wonder how he’d react to a kick in the crotch. She stared into his eyes, making sure he saw that she wasn’t impressed. “You can use whatever words you like. It doesn’t change the fact that we’ve done nothing against the law and aren’t going to do anything against the law. Perhaps you should spend your time looking for the real culprits.”

      “I have plenty of time Miss Achera, to be sure I take a good long look at anyone who might be involved.”

      She walked toward the door while pulling Idryll along with her by the arm. “Enjoy your time in Magic City, Agent.”
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        * * *

      

      The encounter had left Ruby shaky, and she found a seat out in the sun where she and Idryll could talk. The number of tourists wandering the Strip wasn’t near Vegas numbers, but there were a lot of them, mostly magical. She wished for some sort of James Bond communication earpiece so they could chat without being seen talking and made a mental note to discuss it with Margrave. She ventured, “I’m concerned.”

      Idryll nodded. “If I were you, I would be about a great many things. To which do you refer?”

      “Being noticed. I don’t like the idea that my actions could blow back on my family.”

      “Or your roommates.”

      A trill of fear rippled through her. “Yeah, them too. Or you, although you can take care of yourself against most threats.”

      She nodded and hissed softly at a dog being walked along the opposite side of the large thoroughfare. “What is this Paranormal Defense Agency?” She said the words as though they were quite foreign to her.

      “A government department that watches out for magical threats.”

      “He thinks you’re one? And didn’t notice that I am one? That one is not very good at his job.”

      Ruby couldn’t help but laugh. “They’re thinking of threats on a larger scale. What happened at the Mist wouldn’t normally be big enough to draw their attention.” She paused as the pieces fell into place. “Which means they think it’s part of something bigger, too. Something magical. That kind of argues against the security companies, since the ones here are all run by humans, as far as I know.”

      Idryll shrugged. “It seems as if the only way to figure it out is to be here tonight at two-two-zero-zero.”

      “Twenty-two-hundred,” she corrected automatically. “We’re missing something here. I can feel it. Let’s go back to my parents’ place, have a nap, and think it over. I agree. Tonight we have to be here, and between now and then we also have to figure out how to make sure that Agent Andrews doesn’t know we’ve returned.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      They’d dropped through the shaft in the back of the nearest casino, which Idryll had loved. Ruby had used her magic to cushion the other’s descent, but the tiger-woman assured her that now that she knew how it worked, she’d be able to handle it on her own from then on. She shrank to her Bengal form, and Ruby rigged a sling with the clothes she’d worn to keep her hands free. No way would a self-respecting cat walk through the kemana like some common creature.

      Matthias greeted them and delivered a bowl of chicken and another of water to her room shortly after they got up there. The cat dove greedily into the food while Ruby snuggled under the covers, sternly promising her brain that if it didn’t figure some stuff out while she was asleep, there would be trouble between them.

      Miracle of miracles, she had identified some paths forward when she woke up a couple of hours later. She slapped the off button on the old-school windup alarm clock, which she depended on because only magically assisted technology would function in the kemana, and that not completely reliably. She resisted petting Idryll, who slept on the bed in cat form, then went and took a decadent shower, washing and conditioning her hair twice before turning the showerhead to massage and standing under the pounding flow of water for as long as she could stand it.

      Ruby came out, dressed quickly, and pointed at the cat. “I have to go through some boxes. Staying here or coming with?” Idryll yawned, stretched, and rolled over to face the wall, providing her answer quite clearly. “Fine. Be that way.” I’ll go into the spooky attic by myself. Thanks for nothing, “partner.”

      In truth, the attic was entirely unexciting. It was clean and well-organized and only a little colder than the rest of the house. Staying warm was sometimes a challenge in the underground city since many people used individual magic to keep themselves toasty, and she generally couldn’t. Here, with no one to see her, she let her disguise fade and wrapped herself in a force shield filled with air warmed by a very gentle application of fire magic.

      She walked through the stacked plastic crates until she spotted the one she sought. One of her favorite holidays, and one of the most popular in the kemana, was Halloween. Since she was allegedly human, physical costumes had been required, rather than illusion. At the time it had been annoying, but she’d gotten good at doing makeup, both subtle and dramatic, which had made her a hit during Halloween parties at the university. It has to be here somewhere. She dug through costumes until she found what she was looking for, part of an outfit she’d worn as a teenager. It was a Catwoman mask from the Michelle Pfeiffer movie, black with white stitching. It covered more of the face than the film version but left the eyes, mouth, and chin free. Most importantly, it covered her hair and ears, which would permit her to use magic without giving away her secret.

      She took her treasure back to the bedroom and showed it to Idryll. The cat yawned, rolled over, and went to sleep, clearly unimpressed. “Yeah, whatever, you suck. Now, let’s see what else I can come up with so no one recognizes me tonight.”

      She would have to be satisfied with what was readily available, knowing that if tonight didn’t give her the answers she needed, she’d have to figure out something better. There wasn’t time to do it now. All that mattered was that if anyone saw her, no one connected the woman in the mask to Ruby Achera. She picked up the black tactical pants she’d worn at the security company and set them aside. No, they might make that connection. So, no tactical pants and no hooded sweatshirt. What, then? She strode into the walk-in closet that held clothes she hadn’t taken to school with her the past year. She spotted a good option immediately, an outfit she’d bought for a club night party. Black leather pants, a thick-link silver chain belt, and the tight long-sleeved tunic would hide her tattoos. She took the items back into the bedroom and shoved them in a bag so no one would see her with them in the house.

      Needs one more thing, though. I can’t wear mine, because people have seen me in it. She crept down the hall to her sister’s room and put her ear to the door. Hearing nothing, she snuck inside and invaded her closet. She remembered a particular jacket that she’d loved and pawed through Morrigan’s clothes until she found it. It was bright red leather, thigh-length, with an offset zipper that went all the way up to the standing collar. It wouldn’t be subtle, but it was also something that Ruby would never think of wearing, normally. Since her sister would have an alibi, no one could accuse her if someone recognized it. Win-win-win. Jackpot.
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        * * *

      

      The next question was how to deal with the situation at the Ebon Dragon. They couldn’t lurk around the place, even with a veil. The establishment was sure to have magical security in addition to the mundane kind, as her family did. However, a train of thought had kicked off with the mask’s discovery and a remembrance of how Five pushed Selina Kyle out the window of a tall building. Height was the key. If they could get to the top of the hotel part of the casino unseen, they could look out for trouble from up there. If she were lucky, they’d have a way to watch from the inside, as well.

      She grabbed the snoring Idryll and created a portal to the garage near the house she shared with her roommates. She rushed in, dumped the cat on the bed, then texted Demetrius to see if he was free. He told her he’d be good in an hour, so she used the time to make some food for herself and Idryll, who took it as a peace offering while refusing to talk to her. Ruby observed, “You know, silence is nice. I could get used to this.” The cat glared at her but didn’t rise to the bait.

      At the appointed time, she went down to the dining room and found him waiting. She asked, “Do I correctly remember you saying you’d done a job for the folks at the Ebon Dragon?”

      He nodded. “Lots of them. I worked there before I went out on my own. Why?” Suspicion colored his question.

      “I need a favor, and I need you to trust me on this.”

      “Is it going to get me into trouble?”

      She sighed. “I wish I could say absolutely not, but I guess there’s always a possibility. Depends on how good you are and on how bad things go.”

      He grinned. “Oh, I’m very good. What bad things are you thinking of?”

      Ruby drummed her fingers on the table. “I think you’d be better off not knowing. In case of the bad things.”

      Demetrius shook his head. “No way. One thing you learn right off the bat in the infomancy business is that you don’t do blind jobs. Tell me what’s up, or no dice. Not even for a roommate.”

      Damn and double damn. She was deliberately trying to limit the risk to others, but here she was about to put her roommate directly into the middle of her plans. Yet, there’s no way around it if I’m going to have eyes inside and outside. “Okay. I’m only telling you the minor details.”

      He shrugged. “Tell me what you can, and we’ll see if it’s enough.” She sensed a slight distance that hadn’t been there before. It caused a twinge somewhere near her heart, but she pressed on.

      “Okay. Here’s the thing. I got a tip that something bad is going down at the Ebon Dragon tonight. I don’t want to share the source,” since it involves criminal activity, she tacked on mentally, “but I have great faith in this information’s reliability.”

      “Continue.” He’d closed his eyes and seemed to be concentrating all his attention on listening.

      “I can only keep watch on the outside or the inside. I figure security’s going to be lighter on the outside, so I’ll put my focus there. I still need a way to be sure that nothing weird is going on inside. The best way I know to do that would be access to the cameras.”

      He sighed. “That’s so illegal.”

      Ruby spread her hands wide on the table. “Yeah, I know. I don’t have anything else I can do.”

      “Maybe warn the casino? Warn the police?”

      She scratched the back of her neck, which itched like someone was using it as a target. “Yeah, about that. I was in there today trying to be sure that no one had planted explosives, and I got what you might call a frosty welcome.”

      “Casino security?”

      “The manager. Plus some dude from the Reno PDA.”

      Demetrius sat straighter at that revelation. “Shit. Really?”

      Ruby nodded. “Really, really. That’s why if something happens there tonight, I’m screwed whether I’m there or not. They’ll try to blame me no matter what the truth is. On Caruthers’ part, causing chaos for the owners of another casino is a win in itself.”

      He shook his head. “Okay. I get it. What do you plan to do if you see something?”

      “Depends on what it is. If it’s small enough, I’ll stop it. If it’s not, I’ll call in a tip and be sure to show up somewhere so I can have an alibi.”

      “This is stupid.”

      She laughed darkly. “I know. I don’t have a better idea. Do you?”

      He paused for almost a full minute, and she could tell that he was thinking furiously about the problem. Finally, he sighed and confirmed, “No, I don’t. Here’s what I’ll do. I can probably get into the system and see the cameras with a reasonable deniability level by putting a work order into their lower-security billing system. There’s no way I’ll be able to do more than view it, and I certainly don’t want to be seen sending it anywhere.”

      “So, what does that mean?”

      He grinned. “It means I’m your guy in the chair.”

      Ruby frowned. “What?”

      Demetrius rolled his eyes. “Are you telling me that you didn’t see Spider-Man: Homecoming? I’m losing a hell of a lot of respect for you right now, Ruby. The guy in the chair, who helps out the person in the field.”

      “Ahh, gotcha. Yes, good. How will we communicate?”

      “Burner phones. If you tell me that you don’t know what they are, I’m done with you.”

      She laughed. “I’ve seen all the Jason Bourne movies. I know what you mean.”

      “Good. Then go get some, and I’ll see about organizing this.”

      She returned to her room and told Idryll, “Going out. Back soon. Buying phones.”

      The cat looked at her like she was crazy. Yeah, kitty, you could be right. Except if I’m crazy, why do I feel so good about doing this?
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      The burner phone rested in Ruby’s pocket, its twin safely back at the house with Demetrius. She wouldn’t connect to him until she was in position. Her plan to accomplish that had seemed reasonable when she’d come up with it earlier, but now, standing on the roof of the hotel that served Spirit’s casino, she thought maybe she’d been a little optimistic.

      Or, as Idryll had observed, “Incredibly stupid.” She’d followed that observation up with an equally judgmental question. “Do you have a death wish?”

      Ruby had snapped, “Only if it involves yours,” and stomped off. They’d portaled to the office, then made their way into the hotel area. She had access to anywhere in the facility by virtue of the Owner’s Key, a credit card-sized credential that would unlock any door and control any elevator. In this case it was the freight lift, which had carried them up to the top of the tall structure. Her partner had hidden in her backpack in a kitten version of the Bengal, seemingly thoroughly disgruntled about doing so.

      The first order of business now that Idryll had dashed around to confirm they were alone was to change into her costume. The wind at this elevation blew a chill night breeze, and she shivered as she slipped on the leather pants and the boots, then tucked in the tunic, making sure to pull it down over her wrists. If I replace this sometime, I’ll need to add something to keep it in position, like a finger loop, maybe. The chain belt went next, then the red leather jacket. The final clothing item had a few pockets. She stuffed several potentially useful toys into them before pushing the backpack into a corner beside some equipment, where it should be safe until she could retrieve it.

      She tugged on her mask and made sure to properly tuck any loose strands of her hair underneath so they couldn’t give her away. Then she tossed one of the other Halloween costumes she’d brought to Idryll, who hissed at it and let it drop to the roof. The tiger-woman said, “I will not.”

      Ruby shrugged. “If you’re coming with me, you have to. We can’t risk anyone seeing you. Besides, it’s a catsuit. Cat suit. Get it? It’s perfect.” It was Emma Peel’s version from the non-Marvel Avengers, with the black mask of one of her brother’s superhero costumes from long before.

      “Anyone who sees me, I’ll simply kill. Problem solved.”

      She snorted. “In an age of cell phones, drones, surveillance, and who knows what else, we can’t rely on that. Plus, you know, they put people in jail forever for that sort of thing.” In a more serious tone, she coaxed, “Idryll, please. We’ll find a better way later. It’s twenty minutes until the time they set. We can’t delay.”

      The tiger woman growled as she bent to pick up the outfit. “You owe me for this. Big.”

      “Biggest ball of yarn ever. Promise.” The look she received in return for that comment convinced her it was time to stop needling the shapeshifter. Instead, she walked to the edge of the roof and looked down at the top of the Ebon Dragon’s hotel, about three hundred feet away and fifteen stories down, and the wizards’ and witches’ casino many stories below that. This would be so much easier if I didn’t suck at portals. Ruby wasn’t particularly afraid of heights, but she couldn’t claim to be comfortable looking at the potential drop if she screwed up.

      So don’t screw up. She built up the picture in her mind, saw the object materialize, and imagined them using it to cross the intervening space to the other building. Once they got there, they’d connect with Demetrius, who was hopefully watching the interior by now.

      Her partner stepped beside her and looked down, then shook her head. “Are you sure you want to do this? Is it so important to you?”

      Ruby had asked herself that a dozen times already in the last hour, and the answer always came up the same. “It’s important for everyone. The bad people can’t hurt innocents and get away with it. If the good people of the city don’t stand against it, who will? If no one does, what then? Law of the Jungle? Hell no, not in my town.”

      Idryll shrugged. “Well, I’m in your stupid costume. Let’s do it then.”

      A glance over showed her that the tiger-woman was indeed dressed and looked way better in the catsuit than Ruby had when she’d worn it. Jerk. “Okay. Here goes.” She summoned her magic, let it build inside her until she had enough of it to extend the bridge at least halfway across, then released it. A semicircular tube of force reached out, angling down toward the roof of the Ebon Dragon’s hotel. Unlike blasts of magic or simple spells, she would have to hold this one and add to it, which required her to keep it fixed in her mind.

      Before she could think about it too much, she jumped in and started to slide. She kept her eyes on the end of it, adding more length to the tube as they slid, increasing the pace as their speed built. Behind her, Idryll shouted with excitement, something between a roar and a “whee!” This would be fun if not for the need to keep it from vanishing underneath us. The idea made their support wobble a little, and she quickly snapped her brain back to proper focus.

      They rocketed forward faster than she’d anticipated, but she didn’t have the bandwidth to do anything except add a gentle curve into the route. Not enough to throw them off the edge but enough to induce some drag on their momentum. It wasn’t until they were only forty feet away that she saw the figures on the roof. They were dressed in black and numbered at least a dozen. The first ones went over the edge while she watched, apparently on ropes by the way they moved.

      She turned her head to warn her partner, but the tiger-woman said, “I see them. Get us to the roof. We can deal with them after.” Ruby whispered a small prayer to the universe that no one would look in their direction and see her bright red coat sliding through the air toward them. She’d aimed the slide at the point where they’d have the greatest distance to stop before smashing into anything, which lay on the opposite side of the surface from where the black-suited figures dropped over the edge.

      Ruby called, “They’re probably going down for the casino roof from there. Weird as it is, it might be easier to stay hidden that way than if they’d tried to go up from the ground.” She estimated they faced mainly or entirely non-magicals since a magical could probably veil and make it up to the casino roof from ground level with ease. Well, that’s one advantage, I guess. Her boots failed to find purchase as she hit the gravel-and-tar surface, and she let herself fall into a slide. Idryll, on the other hand, found her balance immediately and moved to attack.
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        * * *

      

      The trip down the magical slide had been exhilarating for multiple reasons. First, obviously, because it was fast and fun and a little dangerous. Second, and more importantly, because it showed that her new Mist Elf partner had power. It wasn’t a novice trick to accomplish something on that scale, and even less so to do it while using it. She’d seen a glimmer of that talent in the security company break-in, but this was far more.

      Of course, she’d had enough faith to trust her life to that talent, so survival alone might be part of what made her feel so great at the moment. She had enemies to deal with in any case and didn’t intend to be as gentle with them as she had the others. She had no doubt that these people were up to no good and hoped Ruby saw it, too.

      Seven individuals stood on the roof. Two were separated from the rest, off by a piece of metallic equipment that dwarfed them both. She’d leave them to her partner. The rest appeared to be preparing to descend or helping others to do so, or whatever. Her first leap had given her a good view of the situation before another giant hunk of metal that did who-knew-what interposed itself in her vision. She hit the roof and leapt again, this time at a slightly changed angle. It would throw off their aim if she’d been spotted and also land her behind the ones farther from the edge.

      They saw her as she cleared the obstacle, and shots rang out. She twisted in mid-air to avoid the attacks and landed perfectly balanced behind one of the men, who was only halfway through his turn toward where he’d anticipated she’d land. She lashed out in a kick that propelled him forward, smashing him into one nearer to the edge and sending them both over, locked in one another’s arms. A scream abruptly cut off as she went after the other three.

      She slithered in, staying low and shifting from side to side to hinder their aim. Bullets slapped off the surrounding surface, and one grazed her arm, ripping through the thin costume and drawing blood. Idryll snarled as she lashed out at the one who had shot her, retracting the claws that had reflexively extended before her hand impacted his face. The punch was strong enough to flip him around as he fell, twining him in the line that she now saw ran through some sort of attachment on a harness he wore. The two that remained shot at her a few more times, but she was already diving away into a handspring that would bring her to the one on the right. She’d intended to kick him, but instead of taking the blow, he simply jumped backward off the roof.

      The other man lifted his gun with a confident smile full of malice, and she knew she had no chance of reaching him before he shot her. So, she did the only thing she could, and leapt off the roof as well.
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      Ruby closed the distance to her duo at a fast shuffle. They hadn’t seen her and appeared to be intent on whatever task they had in mind. A clank accompanied the removal of a large grate, and the opening beyond was clearly part of the building’s HVAC system. She’d had to learn how facilities operated for the family business and recognized the unit as identical to the ones on Spirit’s roof.

      She wondered if they’d be stupid enough to crawl into the ductwork, like in the movies, but instead they threaded a hose down into it, and fear shot through her. Some kind of poison gas into the hotel? Or maybe explosives? That’s…insane. Ruby had wrapped her mind around the idea that, for business reasons, a little collateral damage like the lives lost at the Mist might make sense in someone’s demented imagination. But she couldn’t, just couldn’t, imagine what would make whatever this pair might be up to okay.

      Her instinct was to blast them with force or fire, but both of those were pretty high on the lethal scale. She grabbed one of the globes Margrave had created for her, which had sound, light, and smoke all contained within a glass shell and hurled it at their feet. It went off, causing them both to shout, flinch away, and most importantly, drop what they were doing. She channeled her rush forward into a stiff arm that slammed into the back of the first one’s head, ramming him face-first into the aluminum side of the HVAC vent. It buckled, which probably saved the man from having all the bones in his skull broken.

      The second one was quick, going for a gun in a shoulder holster at her appearance. He managed to free it before her crescent kick smashed it out of his hand and down the HVAC shaft. The move left him wide open, a veritable buffet of attack points, but she was in a hurry. She snapped a foot up into his groin and rammed an uprising knee into his face as he buckled from the first strike. He went down, moaning. Ruby caught motion in her peripheral vision and suppressed a scream as Idryll dropped over the edge. She did it on purpose. I’m sure she has a reason. She’s a cat. She can probably magically fall from whatever height and still land on her feet.

      She bent to the metal canisters lying on the rooftop with hoses attached, both of which had several hazard stickers on them. Damn it. What the hell am I supposed to do with these? She couldn’t leave them and the two men up here for fear of what they might do but also wanted to be sure the evidence remained with them. Damn, damn, damn. She stalked the roof, looking for options. Ultimately, the best she could come up with was to take off her chain belt and use it to bind the men’s hands behind them and to one another, then loop it around one of the many pipes that stuck out of the roof. A focused application of fire magic melted it into place. Hopefully, that’ll hold. She flipped open the burner phone and dialed.

      “Go,” Demetrius answered.

      “Anything inside?” Ruby walked toward the edge.

      “Nothing.”

      “Okay, we have stuff outside. Call nine-one-one and get them to the hotel roof immediately. Hell, have them evacuate the place if they can, maybe. Mention terrorists and hazmat.” She was positive he’d have a way to notify the police that didn’t include giving them his identity or location. Otherwise, what’s infomancy for, anyway?

      “Got it.”

      “Call if anything happens inside.” She clicked off the phone and shoved it back in a pocket, then looked down over the edge. Men ran around on the roof of the casino itself, more slid down the lines, and two hung upside-down near the top, holding on to one another for dear life. Ruby couldn’t help but laugh. Farther down, she spotted Idryll sliding down one of the ropes after the rest and grinned. All right. Now we’re talking.

      Ruby jumped off the edge.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll slid down the cable as fast as it would carry her, thankful for the costume that protected her paws. Her keen eyesight picked out the activity on the casino roof with ease. Men moved around and pulled what looked like large metal containers out of dark bags. When she’d hopped over the side, she’d had a vision of careening down the rope and knocking the black-suited people off it along the way, but they, too, moved as fast as they could. It appeared she wouldn’t catch any before the ride was over.

      That’s fine. I’ll be in time to mess with whatever they’ve planned. The enemies awaiting her below arranged themselves in anticipation of her arrival. Four of them spread into a semicircle around the end of the rope while the others went to assist the ones that were doing, well, whatever they were doing. She squeezed harder on the line to slow her drop enough that she could control her footing when she reached the bottom.

      When she was about fifty feet from them, shots rang out and utterly failed to hit her. The crowd she saw around the edges of the casino building scattered in response to the gunfire, which was likely good for their safety but probably not a useful contribution to Ruby’s ability to escape the situation unseen. One problem at a time. Fortunately, the criminals below weren’t doing a very good job of hitting her as she varied her speed by gripping and releasing the line. When she was twenty-five feet up or so, she released the cable and dropped.

      In her pure tiger form, she could drop from a much greater height without injury. It was part of her inborn magic. It carried into this form, but at a reduced level. When she landed she dove and rolled, somersaulting twice before gathering her feet under her and driving forward in a running tackle at the nearest. He went down under her unexpected charge, and the gunfire stopped, the men unwilling to risk hitting one another in the crossfire she’d created. Her knees came down on his ribs, and the sound of his bones cracking was audible even through the armor he wore.

      She dove forward in another somersault, assuming the others would attack from behind, and came up in a spin. Sure enough, they were advancing, each of them holding one of the sparking sticks she’d faced before. She grinned. “Do you think your little twigs will bother me, cowards?” The most aggressive of them stepped toward her in response, and she feinted at him, the speed of her move causing him to stumble backward in alarm. She laughed mockingly as she attacked the other pair.

      Foolishly, they both used the same dominant hand, meaning that the one on her right couldn’t risk a full swing without hitting his partner. She ran at the center of them and slid to the right, whipping her feet around in a sweep that took that one to the ground. Idryll lacked time to finish him since the other engaged quickly and jabbed the tip of the weapon at her. She batted it aside, careful not to touch the end, then stomped on the downed man’s chest as she attacked the other. He got a hand up to block her first swing at his head and interposed the baton to knock her jab at his solar plexus off-target. Nothing stopped her knee from driving into his groin. She twisted to take control of the wrist that held the electrical baton and drove it down into the fallen man as the one she restrained crumpled behind her.

      Then only the third one remained. She slowly stalked toward him until Ruby appeared and snatched her prey away.
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        * * *

      

      As she dropped, far faster than she’d ever allowed herself to do before, Ruby took stock of the scene below. Idryll had one of the three groups under control, but the others concerned her—the ones that were busy with canisters she recognized from up above. It’s lucky we arrived early. Hell, it’s fortunate we figured it out at all. She wasn’t sure what was in the silver containers, but she was quite confident it wasn’t something that would be good for anyone who breathed it.

      She used a blast of force magic to slow her at the end and landed already in motion toward her foes. If she’d had more confidence or more practice, she probably could have used the building’s surface to push her farther, to glide a little better. A challenge for another day, maybe. She was running at full speed when she came up behind Idryll’s last opponent and smashed an elbow into the back of his head as she passed.

      Ahead, two separate groups worked with the canisters at different locations, about twenty feet apart. She grabbed the last globe from her pocket and threw it at the group on the right, then diverted toward the ones on the left. It detonated before she got there, alerting everyone to her presence, so they were up and ready to greet her when she arrived.

      Not that it helped them. After all those different martial arts, one would hope I would be reasonably good by now. One had drawn a baton, and the other had gone for his pistol, which earned him the position of most immediate threat. She wished she had her knives or something blunt to throw at him, but all she had was herself. Keshalla won’t be pleased. I’ll plan better next time. The gun was in the man’s right hand, so she went low and to the left, flicking her fingers to create a force burst. His weapon flew away, and he’d been so focused on offense that he’d left himself open to attack. She stepped past him with her right foot and pistoned her knee into the middle of his torso.

      He crumpled forward, and she put her hands on his shoulder and hip and pushed, adding a force blast from each hand to the thrust. He flew into the air and collided with his partner, and they both tumbled toward the low wall that ran around the edge of the roof. Ruby spun to the last ones as Idryll got to them. The tiger-woman made short work of the pair, and it was over.

      Except for the sirens and police cars and loudspeakers coming from below. “Damn it.” She ran for the ropes and used them to climb to the lowest hotel room window, which she shattered with a force blast. Idryll followed her through the room, and Ruby led her on a race through the hallway, figuring out the hotel’s arrangement in her mind. It was an L-shape like most of them, and she needed to get out of sight of the front. They made a left at the end, and she blasted the handle off a door with a ball of force at a downward angle, in case anyone was in the room.

      It was empty, and again she broke the window with her magic. It was three stories to the ground. Idryll swung out and climbed down the side of the building. Ruby jumped and used force magic to cushion her fall. She met up with the other woman and cast three spells—a disguise for each of them and a veil that would render them invisible. That way, if someone made it through the first defense, they’d look like girlfriends out for a night on the town.

      Idryll said, “We did well. Except, how did you know?”

      Ruby frowned. “How did I know what?”

      “How did you know that the anti-magic emitters in the casino wouldn’t reach high enough to cancel your magic when you fell?”

      Her stomach fell at the realization that she’d never considered it. She cleared her throat and choked out, “Instinct.”

      The tiger-woman laughed. “Perhaps best not to rely totally on instinct in the future, despite your obvious ability.”

      Yeah. Perhaps.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Jared Trenton hadn’t been able to help himself. Although he needed to stay unconnected to the event, he wanted to be a part of it. He’d been in an outdoor restaurant across the Strip from the Ebon Dragon at the appointed hour, along with a random date he’d met online for cover. The meal had been good, the company better, but then the only thing that could have ruined his night, did. When he heard the first siren shortly before ten o’clock, he knew that something had gone wrong. When the motorcycles drove down the middle of the thoroughfare with their lights flashing, it was clear that it had gone really wrong.

      With a skill he’d developed in the military, he put the worry into a small box in his mind to ignore until he was ready for it. He continued to charm his date, took her for an after-dinner drink, then apologized at her door for having to end the evening early because of work. He had her number and might call her again. Assuming I survive long enough to do it.

      He texted Grentham and arranged a meeting, then drove to the bar the dwarf had selected. The space was dark with flickering candles in red jars on the tables and comfortably over-padded chairs. Wood paneling covered the walls with antique rifles as decoration, each with a nameplate. It was called The Armory, naturally, and was located a few blocks off the Strip, far enough to discourage the tourists from wandering in.

      No servers were present. You ordered, picked up, and paid by the drink at the bar. They wouldn’t run a tab, but they would set up an account for you to draw from if you visited often enough. Both he and Grentham had one and alternated picking up the rounds. The dwarf returned from the bar with two tumblers of Scotch whiskey, doubles both, with a single round ice cube in each. He carefully placed one before Jared and sat across from him. The surrounding noise was sufficient to keep their conversation private as long as they didn’t shout at each other and as long as no one actively listened in. He checked his smartphone, which had tech that would pick up microphones, and saw none. He trusted his partner would have done the same for magical means of eavesdropping.

      Jared leaned forward. “What the hell happened? Did you hear from them?”

      The dwarf sipped his drink, winced, and set it on the table in front of him. “No. I was watching. Someone came in and blew up the op. Two of ’em. At least one was a magical.”

      “How do you know?”

      Grentham’s lips twisted in a snarl. “Because they did damn magic, how the hell do you think?” He raised a hand as soon as he finished. “I’m sorry. I’m so damned angry that I wasn’t there to take them out.”

      Jared understood that feeling well. He’d had the same reaction to the two that broke into the security building. Two. “What are the odds that we’d have two different pairs of people suddenly messing around in our business on two separate occasions?”

      His tablemate pulled his dark beard, one of the things he did when he was agitated. “I’d say about a thousand to one, at best. It has to be the same pair. That means they found something at the headquarters that led them there. This means that someone is going to get their ass kicked when I find out who’s not employing proper information discipline.”

      “The next question is, who are these two, and who’s aiming them at us? Maybe they work for our competition?”

      “I don’t think so. At least not a normal crew. We do a pretty good job of keeping an eye on them all. It could be that one of them hired specialists.”

      He took a mouthful of the Scotch and savored it for several seconds before letting it trickle down his throat. “Regardless, we need to take them out before they do any more damage to us. Do we have exposure from the last op?”

      The other man shook his head. “No chance. Our people were only involved in planning, hiring, and delivering the material. The rest were all freelancers. If any survived, they have nothing to give to the cops.”

      Jared chuckled. “If they did, we’d know it right away, anyway.” He had contacts in the Ely Police Department who were still well-paid to throw useful pieces of information his way. As long as he had a company, he’d maintain that cash flow. Not least because it’s the one that will give me the warning to get out of town if it all goes to hell. “So, I didn’t want to distract you with this until the current job was over, but we have new orders. They’re intense.”

      For the first time that evening, the dwarf’s expression approached a smile. “Oh, really? Do tell.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby and Idryll had wandered most of the way down the Strip underneath the veil before dropping it and portaling first to the roof of Spirit to collect the backpack she’d left behind, then to her bedroom in her family’s home. The tiger-woman had discarded the catsuit and collapsed on the bed immediately, while Ruby shoved their costumes into a bag. She opened a portal into her other bedroom, threw the bag through, and marched off to the shower now that she’d hidden the evidence of their escapade. More or less. One hopes that my roomies aren’t hanging out in my room when I’m not there.

      When she woke up the next morning, she headed for the kitchen. Matthias was there, eating breakfast at a small table in the corner that the staff used for meals. Ruby yawned and poured herself a mug of coffee. “Dang, it’s early. Do you always get up before the sun?”

      He laughed and gestured at the seat across from him, which she took gratefully. No family member would think of assuming an invitation to that table; it just wasn’t done. “Indeed. One has to be ready for the earliest riser. However, I didn’t anticipate quite how early that would be, in your case.”

      She waved a hand to dismiss the concern. “I don’t need any assistance. Only this coffee and maybe a couple of those muffins.” He passed the covered basket to her, and she discovered that her nose had been right: both blueberry and raspberry varieties lay within, likely left in the oven the night before on a timer so they’d be fresh in the morning. She broke them in half, gave each a light sheen of butter, and took a bite of the raspberry muffin, which was the perfect blend of tart and sweet. “Oh, I’m in heaven.”

      She’d shared an early morning with Matthias on any number of occasions in the past and was pleased to see that he continued his habit of reading the newspaper during the meal. The Magic City Gazette still printed a daily paper, thanks to the abundant advertising aimed mainly at the tourists. Every hotel provided copies for its guests, and each of the Mist Elf casinos dropped a bundle down to the kemana. He was reading the second section, so she reached across and grabbed the first.

      The events at the Ebon Dragon covered the front page. It focused on the police response in answer to an anonymous tip and said that they’d taken the perpetrators to jail. Having been caught in the act, they were likely to receive multi-year sentences since the canisters contained a poisonous substance. If it had gotten into the air vents, it likely would have resulted in several deaths. The article discussed the dangerous chemical, and Ruby’s frown grew with each paragraph she read. The poison wasn’t strong enough to kill everyone in there, not dispersed like that. If they weren’t trying to kill all the guests, the question again is what the hell were they trying to do? Sure, some people probably would have died, but the rest would have gotten sick.  Like the Mist, this looks like one thing disguised as another. In this case, terrorism instead of a robbery.

      She set the paper down with a sigh and went back to eating her muffins in silence while her brain churned on the question. Matthias inquired, “What do you think of the excitement at the Ebon Dragon?”

      Ruby put on her casino owner hat as she considered how to respond. “Obviously, casinos are being targeted. I might have worried that it was directed at Mist Elves for some reason, but now that’s proven false. I can’t help but think there’s a big picture here.”

      Her breakfast companion nodded. “Sowing division above, perhaps to do the same below?”

      Her brain skidded to a screeching halt. “I didn’t consider that. Surely the council wouldn’t find itself threatened by this.”

      “It could go either way. A closer bond in the face of a common challenge, or suspicion that one among them is behind it.”

      From bad to worse. I need to figure this out. “Have you discussed this with my parents?”

      “One is sure they’re already aware, Miss Ruby.”

      “Yeah, of course, they would be. If I want to avoid having to see Dralen, I better get a move on.”

      She exited to the sound of Matthias’ laughter. When she got back to her room, her partner was awake and stared at her with an expectant expression. Ruby waited for a second, and when she didn’t talk, asked, “What?”

      “It is time to go hunting.”

      “Come again?”

      The cat bared her teeth. “I recognized a scent last night. One of those men had been around the magic at the security company or had been near someone who had.”

      She frowned. “A physical scent?”

      Idryll waved dismissively. “Physical, magical, whatever. They’re all senses to me. I can tell you that they’re connected.”

      A surge of excitement went through her. “Then we know where to look. So I guess we are going hunting after all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The day had passed in a blur. Idryll had growled about being left behind, mentioning boredom and claws, but Ruby wasn’t prepared to explain to her human mentor why she felt the need to carry a cat around all day. She’d visited Margrave and discussed some gadgets she’d need in the future, plus one that she needed right away. He’d raised a suspicious eyebrow when she’d asked if he knew anyone who did work with magic and clothes but had given her a couple of names to check out. No time for it now, but if I’m going to continue to cause trouble out in public, I need a disguise that doubles as protection, to protect the ones I love and myself.

      After that, she’d asked Demetrius to stay by the phone that evening in case. He, too, clearly had questions but didn’t ask them. Then she’d portaled to Oriceran to meet with Keshalla, not even taking the time to dress appropriately before heading out to find her.

      Her mentor sat on one of the boulders in the grassy field, her eyes closed and her head tilted up to enjoy the breeze. Nonetheless, Ruby hadn’t gotten any closer than thirty feet before her teacher said, “Welcome, minari.”

      She didn’t reply until she was seated on the nearest boulder, about six feet away from the other woman. “Greetings, shenai.”

      “What vexes you?” Keshalla always seemed to know what Ruby felt. Eventually, she’d quit trying to figure out how and decided it was probably magic and she shouldn’t worry about it.

      “Two mysteries. First, I returned from my venamisha with a companion. A shapeshifter. I don’t know why.” She was relieved that most of the words she wanted to say came out, as they’d utterly failed to do with her parents, but also frustrated that the remainder, specifically the information about Idryll, didn’t. “I also don’t know why I can talk about it with you, but not with others.”

      The other woman grinned. “The relationship between minari and shenai is itself a magical one. This does not surprise me. However, you gaining a partner does.” She looked thoughtful and slowly nodded. “I have never heard of such a thing, although perhaps it is because you are my first student to undergo the trial, at least that I’m aware of. I can only say that if you’ve been paired, your other half will play a pivotal role in your future.”

      Ruby groaned. “Wow. That’s really clear. I feel so much more understanding than I did a couple of minutes ago.” She hoped her sarcasm was thick enough to convey her true feelings. “Second mystery, then. Two acts of violence in my city without a clear reason.”

      “Indeed. You have a role in this why?”

      She shrugged. “Because I was there for the first, and now feel a responsibility to those who died to make it right.”

      Keshalla opened her eyes and trained them on her. “The dead do not care.”

      “The living they left behind do. Someone needs to speak for them.”

      “Is that not why you have law officers?”

      Ruby sighed. “In this case, they don’t seem to be particularly effective. There’s a sheriff who I think cares a lot, but I can’t be seen nosing around in this. Some feel I might be involved in these acts.”

      Her teacher’s lips twisted into a frown, and her voice dropped a notch. “Why would they believe such a thing?” The evident threat in her tone would scare anyone smart enough to understand it.

      “Because of my family. Some think negative events at other casinos can be considered positive ones for us.”

      “Nonsense. You would never act with such a lack of honor.”

      Ruby laughed. “Not everyone holds me in as high a regard as you do.”

      Keshalla snorted. “Well, they should. Now, why did you wish to see me?”

      “Advice.” The other woman nodded, an invitation for her to continue. “I face an unknown number of enemies, and cannot afford to reveal myself. I have a disguise, but it’s less than optimal. I don’t dare wear anything that identifies me as a Mist Elf, either. I hoped you might have suggestions for how I should arm myself for the fight ahead.”

      She smiled, the sort of expression that promised danger—danger for Ruby’s enemies. “Indeed, in this I can assist. Come.” They made their way to Keshalla’s home, where the older woman gave her suggestions and advice on how she might best act with subtlety in the current situation. Ruby had expected to enter the armory as usual, but instead, her teacher opened the basement door and led her below to a chamber she’d never seen.

      Thick stone blocks made up the house’s foundation, and to judge by the lack of dampness in the underground space, were probably spelled to keep moisture out and maintain a comfortable, if slightly chilly, temperature. The room was a sizeable rectangle, empty of anything other than weapon racks and a trio of large concentric circles in the center of the space. The outermost was silver, the one right next to it, gold, and the small one in the middle, only wide enough to accommodate two or three people standing close together, was made of diamond. Ruby gasped, and Keshalla laughed. “You act as though you’ve never seen a diamond before.”

      “A diamond, yes. An unbroken ring of solid diamond… I never imagined such a thing could exist.”

      “Despite all you have learned already, there is a great deal more of the world than you have seen. Remember that, and tread lightly as you go.” It sounded more like prophecy than advice, the way she said it. “Now, let’s see to solving your immediate problem. Fatal, or nonfatal?”

      Ruby blinked, then realized what she was asking. “Unfortunately, some of each, I would say. I would hope they don’t force me into killing, but I can’t speak for those on the other side.”

      Keshalla nodded. “Then you will have sticks with retractable blades and your sword, plus knives.” Ruby thought to complain that she didn’t need that many but reconsidered. I’ll wind up with more if I do that. As if she’d heard the thought, her teacher added, “This is only due to the short notice, of course. When the current crisis is over, we will re-evaluate these choices.”

      Ruby crossed the circles to stand beside the other woman as she opened a cabinet to reveal weapons that were familiar but not identical to the ones she’d trained with. “Drow weapons,” Keshalla explained. “Very similar in most ways but visually different. Should hide both your human and Mist Elf heritage from anyone who would recognize them. Plus, our arts are enough alike that it would take someone deeply experienced with one or the other to tell them apart.”

      She handed over the sticks. They were made of a black wood that seemed heavier than it should be and set with small gemstones along the length that, while certainly decorative, would also hurt a lot if they hit someone. Ruby flicked them in a way that should have brought out the blades, but none appeared. She tried again, then growled, “Little help here?”

      Her teacher laughed. “You have to thread some magic into them to release or retract the blade.”

      Ruby frowned and did so, and a sharp-edged piece of metal clicked into place on each of the four “sides” of the cylindrical weapon. She whipped it around, pleased with the continued balance. Another push of magic and the blades retracted. Keshalla handed over a pair of black sheaths that would strap onto her thighs to hold the weapons and turned back to the cabinet. “One day we will have to talk about the exquisite skill of Drow dagger work. For now, these will serve you well.”

      Her teacher offered a knife next, the blade about as long as the space between Ruby’s elbow and wrist. The pommel was simple leather-wrapped metal, and the balance was again exquisite. The killing part of the weapon was straight with a strange raised channel down the middle that she’d never seen before. She pointed at it. “This?”

      Keshalla shrugged. “For poison. I can provide some if you like, but without additional training, it could pose a risk to you as well.”

      “Uh, no, thanks, I’m good.” The other woman laughed and handed over the blade’s twin and a pair of sheaths that would fit the daggers at each hip, held by a black leather belt with curls and whorls tooled into it. Then she provided a pair of thin throwing knives and boot sheaths for them. Finally, she withdrew a sword and gave it to her.

      Ruby took a step back not to endanger the other woman and drew the blade from its holder. It was thinner than the ones she’d trained with and had a slight upward curve to it. It was engraved from tip to hilt in symbols she didn’t recognize. She sliced it gently through the air and admired its balance. “This is a little different than ours.”

      Keshalla nodded. “The Drow are more finesse-focused than we are. While our style would be described by many as indirect, compared to those folks, we’re straight-punchers.” She laughed. “These weapons will serve you well, and more importantly, will confuse your enemies.”

      Ruby accepted the sheath that would position the sword on her back with a smile. “A wise woman once told me, confusing our enemies is much to be desired. Then told me again. About a thousand times.”

      Her teacher laughed. “Well, if my student had any sort of memory, perhaps such repetition wouldn’t be necessary.” She affectionately tapped Ruby on the head.

      “If you hit your student in the head less often, perhaps her memory would be better.”

      Keshalla lifted an eyebrow. “If you guarded better, perhaps not so many strikes would land on such a vulnerable area.”

      Ruby raised her hands in defeat. “All right. You win. I surrender.”

      “Fight well, minari. Bring honor on yourself, and thus on me.”

      The corollary, not to embarrass her teacher, was unstated but clear. “Count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      That night found Ruby and Idryll outside the security company again, but this time high up on the hill that overlooked it. The gadget she’d borrowed from Margrave was based on a high-quality long-distance microphone. He’d added magic to it that amplified the volume considerably and allowed it to detect through solid objects that would normally muffle the sound waves. The magic sensed the sounds and replicated them again and again, capturing even the softest. In the hands of a human, it would work well. In hers, she’d be able to use her magic to improve the results substantially.

      They’d packed snacks and dressed appropriately for the evening. Ruby was ready to stay there overnight, hiding under a veil, and all the next day if required. She’d wait and listen until she got a clue about what was going on, and if she could, she’d blow them up. Not literally, although that might be the easiest solution. I’m sure Idryll would approve. The duffel bag with their costumes and her weapons sat nearby. She was ready for whatever might happen. She’d had the foresight to lock down the room that connected the kemana to Spirit for the night, so if she needed to portal back she could do so in safety without risking discovery.

      Ruby tuned in the microphone and heard several voices talking over one another. The rustle of clothing and equipment and the occasional overly loud laugh told her something was up. She whispered, “There’s a bunch of them in there.” She checked her watch, and it confirmed that it was ten-thirty. Her expectation had been for a quiet night with only guard patrols to listen to and a long day of trying to pick up clues, but they’d found something else.

      She switched off the feed to the small earpiece and turned on the speaker low, and together they bent to listen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Grentham paced in the locker room at Aces Security. The job was going down with too much haste, and the fact that the boss would only communicate with Trenton meant that he had no opportunity to talk anyone out of it. They’re all getting really excited about themselves. That lasts right until the first big reversal. If this goes wrong, it’s going to be ugly.

      Of course, the head of Aces couldn’t possibly be involved. He was out on yet another date and being seen, making sure he had an alibi so nothing could be traced back to him. The dwarf knew he was repeatedly positioned as a fall guy if the house of cards they were building fell, and while he couldn’t do anything about that within the company, anyone coming after him would find their quarry much more difficult to catch than they’d ever anticipated.

      Which doesn’t help matters now, at all. He had handpicked the ten men who would accompany him today. They’d worked under the table for Aces before, so there wouldn’t be a direct connection unless one of them talked. He was satisfied that none would. If he were wrong, the fact that they were wired into the police and correctional departments would mean he’d hear about it fast enough to make sure that the snitch never made it to a deposition. He was working on something implantable, some piece of magic or technology that would eliminate people at a whim, but it was more a pet project than anything real, and he didn’t have time for many of those. I should probably stop re-watching Escape from New York for a while.

      His crew was dressed in black and armed with pistols and rifles taken from criminals by the Reno police. Someday they’d discover that the small arsenal had mysteriously vanished from their evidence lockup. The clothes had been mail-ordered to a PO box and paid for by a shell company. Then a hired infomancer made sure the transaction disappeared. Fortunately, he’d taken those precautions some time before in anticipation of the day when he’d be thrust into a situation like this.

      He stopped pacing and put his hands on his hips, judging that everyone was appropriately dressed and ready to go. “Okay, people, here’s the deal. We have a rare opportunity, which is why we rolled this thing out in such a hurry. A family that owns one of the casinos hasn’t been interested in working with us although some recent events should’ve convinced them otherwise. Well, we’re going to reinforce that message tonight. They’re holding a street festival celebrating the opening of a new restaurant in their fancy business. Handing out samples to average folk like us, I suspect.”

      The men in the room laughed, and he grinned at the confirmation that he knew the right buttons to push. “We’re going to take a little more than the samples. The two owners have only one child, a teenager, college boy down in Vegas. The goal is simple. We crash the party, take the kid, and hold him for ransom.”

      His people showed a mixture of surprise, shock, and eager anticipation. “The best part is that the payoff isn’t the thing I’m looking for. So whatever we get, you all split evenly.” As far as you know, anyway.

      That got their attention. One asked, “How much we talking?”

      Grentham shrugged. “Three hundred thousand each, minus expenses. So, between two-point-five and three.” Cheers and a couple of high fives came in response. They were ready. “Rental vehicles are already in position for the escape, and we’ve prepped the safe house where we’re taking him. We’ll roll out in the company’s vans and walk the last mile or so. The big event is at midnight, so we have to get moving.”
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        * * *

      

      Up on the hillside, Ruby and Idryll looked at each other in shock. The tiger-woman observed, “This is an evil plan.”

      “No more evil than what they’ve been up to so far, I guess.” She shoved the stuff in the bag and pulled out their costumes. “The good news is, we can get there first.”

      Idryll took her outfit and quickly climbed into it. Ruby did the same, minus the mask, and made sure her illusory face was present. She summoned a portal that would take them to an alley near the Kraken, the casino owned by the Atlantean contingent in Magic City. Their new restaurant—seafood, obviously—had been the talk of the town for weeks during its by-invitation-only soft opening. Tonight, they were figuratively throwing their arms wide to invite everyone to taste their celebrity chef’s cuisine.

      She waited a few seconds to see if anyone on the other side noticed the rift and stepped through. Then she created another portal, this time into the nondescript locked room at Spirit, and threw the bag with their ordinary clothes through. Idryll asked, “What’s the plan?”

      Ruby replied, “No one would believe us if we told them they were in danger, so we’ll have to wait for things to kick off and protect the Chentashe family.”

      The tiger-woman nodded. “Am I free to kill the attackers?”

      There it was. Ruby had walked the tightrope of that question all along and now had to pick a side to fall on. She relied on the words of her teacher and echoed them to her partner. “Where talking will do, talk; where wounding will do, wound; but if killing is necessary, do not hesitate.”

      Idryll nodded. “My philosophy as well. Except for the middle part.” She grinned and drew a laugh from Ruby.

      “You suck.” She sidled forward with her back against the wall toward the alley mouth while putting a veil over them both. Hidden, she donned her mask, readying to defend as many innocents as she could. I wish I had a tracking device. I should have brought the drone. A hundred other “should haves” crossed her mind at that moment, but the truth was that it had all happened too fast. When this is over, I’m going to prepare properly in case this garbage ever happens again. Better suit, more weapons, and a safe place to work from where I won’t endanger my family or friends.

      They couldn’t get too far out into the crowd without risking someone bumping into them. The illusion only worked against the eyes, and the laws of physics still applied. She found the best angle she could to keep them safe and focused inward, pulling her magic up. It was something she’d always naturally done that she’d learned was a good thing when she’d started training with Keshalla. Her powers would respond a little quicker if she built them in advance, and every part-second would give her an advantage in battle. She was thoroughly disgusted that the scumbags in the security company had decided to go after a kid. Sure, he’d probably be offended to be described that way, but he’s still not old enough to drink. That feels like it ought to be off-limits.

      She didn’t doubt the Atlanteans’ ability to see to their defense, but if the attackers were smart, they’d occupy the parents while they snatched the child. Proper planning would go a long way toward managing their goal. Her tension rose as the owners stepped up to the podium together and announced the new restaurant, then gestured for the celebrity chef to come up and speak. She did so, and cheers and whistles sounded in the crowd, all of whom seemed to have indulged a little before the event. That’ll add to the chaos.

      Idryll whispered, “I taste magic.” Ruby wrapped them each in force shields an inch from their skin, and put a conical bubble around them, one foot on each side and one foot above their heads. The opening salvo of the attack hit a moment later. A fanfare of explosions went off directly across the thoroughfare, drawing attention in that direction. Fortunately, they didn’t seem to be demolitions, only fireworks, light, and sound. The crowd cheered as the display continued, thinking it was part of the event. Then a sudden shimmering gave way to a group of black-suited men holding rifles. They pulled the triggers, sending a barrage of bullets toward the stage as the people on it screamed.

      Ruby was ready. She dropped the veil and summoned a force shield across the front of the firing line to absorb the bullets. She felt each hit like it was a tiny punch, but it wasn’t enough to distract her—or to stop her from rushing at the nearest attacker. Idryll was already in the air, leaping to get into the middle of the group. The man swiveled toward her, and she called up another force shield, angling it so the rounds would deflect harmlessly up over the stage roof. He emptied his magazine. The impacts tired her and drained her power, but she was on him before he could reload. A punch to the face followed by a rising kick to the groin and a jump kick to the chest took him out and knocked the man behind him off-balance.

      She never saw the object that smashed into the back of her head. Her first warning was the impact, which blasted stars through her vision and sent her stumbling to the ground at the feet of the rifle-wielding men.
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      Idryll saw Ruby go down and instantly realized she had only one option to keep the riflemen from killing her partner. Clothes tore as her form changed, and where there had been a woman in a catsuit, a tiger now stood in her place, half again as large as anything seen on this planet, and deeply angry at the injury to one she called her own.

      She leapt forward, slammed into the ones nearest her partner, and carried them to the ground. They faced too many enemies to be totally merciful, but she minimized the damage the best she could, stomping on their shoulder blades to break them and prevent the men from using their arms should they have thoughts of rejoining the battle.

      Three had fallen, another three were near her, and four had advanced toward the stage. She felt the presence of magic and threw herself to the side, narrowly avoiding a blast of shadow. She was most vulnerable to that magic type in her present form, which wasn’t to say it rendered her powerless. Neither do I wish to be hit with it, however. She ran to intercept the men heading for the stage, but a sudden wash of fire interposed itself, and she skidded to a halt. Her head snapped around, and she spotted the magical attacker and charged, but the short figure called up a veil and slipped out of view.

      Idryll slashed at the nearest man, knocking his legs out from underneath him and gashing his thigh. Blood spurted, and he hurriedly grabbed a medical pouch at his waist. She let him do it, not willing to kill unless she had to—or unless Ruby truly was hurt, in which case she would eliminate every enemy she saw, upright or not. A shimmer in the air revealed the magical again, a dwarf with black hair. He’d gotten an angle on Ruby, so Idryll did the only thing she could do and charged into the space between them.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby had reached her feet, but her eyes were still trying to focus when the sizzling forks of lightning slammed into the tiger who had jumped in front of her. She felt drained, having expended more magic to keep the shields up than she could remember using, maybe ever. She was grateful for the foresight that caused her to use her mask rather than relying on her ability to maintain an illusion. However, the tiger writhing on the ground needed her help. Expending almost all of her remaining magic, she created a portal to Spirit and used a force blast to push Idryll through right before her power to keep it open was spent.

      Even without her magic, Ruby was a formidable fighter. She drew her sword and jumped up to the stage, where the Atlanteans were shielding against the rifle fire from the remaining men on the ground. A trio of enemies had made it to the platform, and she charged them. Their reluctance to shoot when they didn’t have a clear angle that avoided the Atlanteans made her realize that even the men shooting below were misdirections. The goal wasn’t to kill the parents or the child, only to kidnap the boy. Damn it Ruby, get the gods-damned cotton out of your brain. They pulled batons, but there was no way they would be good enough to defeat her even three-to-one. She traded blows with the first, blocked a punch and a swipe of the baton, then smashed him in the face with her sword hilt.

      He went down, and she took a thrust from the next one’s baton in the chest. The stun blast locked up her muscles for an instant, and he threw a punch at her that connected with her cheek and sent her stumbling. As soon as she was free from the baton, her anger overwhelmed any pain. She snatched a throwing knife and hurled it at him. The weapon buried itself in his thigh, causing him to scream and clutch his leg before he went down. The next one waved the baton threateningly but didn’t advance, waiting for her to make the first move.

      She caught the oncoming attack out of the corner of her eye, hit the ground, and rolled under the stream of shadow bolts that sought her. She’d seen the dwarf and looked forward to paying him back for the magical sucker-punch he’d given her. Then the man on the stage pelted away, and the shadow attacks stopped. The rifle fire started up again, and the Atlanteans finally dove for cover, apparently their defenses also weakening under the barrage. She saw then that only two of them were still on the stage. Shit. They got the kid. That’s why the change in tactics.
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        * * *

      

      Grentham ran ahead of the black-suited man who was dragging the Atlantean brat along beside him. He’d had to slap the boy once to make him quit struggling, but now he was mostly obeying. The dwarf had long ago gotten over the fact that he had to run to keep pace with a fast-walking human, but tonight it was particularly annoying. He’d expected resistance, but whoever the hell the weirdo in the red leather was, she and her tiger were way more trouble than anyone could have anticipated.

      Still, I got the better of them both. He chuckled, accustomed to winning but still quite capable of enjoying it immensely when it happened. Once they were in the van, the man would drive and he’d watch over the kid, maybe slap him around a little more for fun. He’d lost track of how many of his men had gone down, but they all had instructions: if they couldn’t make it to the safe house, they should scatter after the operation and get in contact a week later for payment.

      He hoped the family would pay up quickly so they could get this over with before the Feds got involved. Since they’d visibly used magic, the Paranormal Defense Agency would be on the case, and kidnappings sometimes fell to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, especially for high-profile abductions. We don’t need their attention. He got to the van and opened the back doors in time for the other man to throw the kid inside. He climbed up, grabbed the roll of duct tape, and quickly bound the boy’s hands and legs.

      The doors closed with a clang, and moments later the van pulled out of the parking lot, headed for the safe house. Neither of the men could see the woman hanging on the back, who carefully avoided both the windows and the backup camera. If they’d been able to read her mind, they would have heard a repeated mantra: “This is so stupid. This is so stupid. This is so stupid.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby slipped off the back and scrambled to get underneath the vehicle when the van reached its destination. The surface below was gravel, and she’d seriously scratched her hands and the exposed parts of her face by the time she finished. She heard the men pull their captive out and watched their feet as they dragged him to a doorway in a metal-skinned building and took him through.

      She paused, torn between staying in her current position and moving. A little of her magical energy had returned, enough to shield if she needed to, but she wasn’t willing to trust her life to a potentially short-term veil if she could help it. The fact that the dust in her nose threatened to make her sneeze was the deciding factor. She scrambled out on the far side of the vehicle, then stood and brushed herself off, getting more scratches for her trouble. She peered over the hood and saw a dilapidated warehouse, about two stories high, with small square windows in frames covering the second level. Many of them were broken, and she could picture kids using them for target practice.

      There will be a ladder somewhere. That’s what I need. She ran for the nearest edge of the building, which happened to be on her left, and circled the structure until she found what she was looking for. It terminated ten feet off the ground, but she had enough juice to use a small force blast to send her up to it. She grabbed the bottom rung and hauled herself up, then climbed to the top. The roof was disgusting, covered with sticky tar and bird droppings and the remains of rodents. Still, it had what she hoped for, skylights at regular intervals.

      Her brain pushed her to rush over and verify the captive was okay, but she forced herself to pause and breathe. She opened her senses as she had during her venamisha, searching for any signs of magic, fearful that the dwarf—who either had to be Grentham or the greatest coincidence ever—had prepared the hideout with the thought of intruders. She sensed nothing though, and crept carefully along, peering into each skylight before moving to the next. At the last, she saw the dwarf and the black-suited man standing outside a small building constructed within the warehouse. She could hear them mocking the boy, who was presumably in the smaller structure. So, that’s good news since it means they’re probably not planning to move him again right away.

      The bad news was the two lines of simple metal beds, which suggested more people would be there soon. Worse, maybe, was the stockpile of supplies in a corner that said they’d prepared to be there for a while. No time. If I call in the police, it’ll be a shootout. If I let it go, there’s no guarantee they won’t kill the kid after making the deal, especially since he’s seen them. She pulled the energy potion out of her pocket and drank it, then gasped with pleasure as magical power flowed into her. They were incredibly expensive, so they were always the last resort, but if she ever had a good reason to take one, this was it. She twisted and sent a bolt of force magic at the farthest skylight, shattering it, then jumped through the nearest one, a buffer of force magic leading the way.

      Her distraction didn’t work as well as she’d hoped. The gunman looked elsewhere, but she hadn’t fooled the dwarf. He made a punching motion and a ball of force slammed into her shield, the impact powerful enough to send her flying. Ruby used her magic to cushion the fall, then rolled to her feet, ready to fight. Bullets cut through the air at her. She pictured a circular shield attached to her left arm, and one appeared in shimmering force. She positioned it to intercept the bullets, deflecting them rather than directly opposing them to minimize the defense’s magical cost. The other hand threw attacks, first lightning, then fire, then cold, all of which the dwarf intercepted with bursts of power.

      Ruby growled inwardly at the stalemate, knowing that eventually the gunman would get lucky and she’d wind up losing. She expanded the force shield and made it opaque, then crouched behind it. She drew her last throwing knife and simultaneously dispelled the protection and hurled herself into the air with a force blast. Her arm whipped forward as she threw the blade at the man with the gun. It caught him right where the shoulder connected to the neck, where the armor didn’t protect, and sank deep into his flesh. The move cost her as the dwarf blasted her with lightning, tracking her twitching body as it fell to the floor.

      Ruby gritted her teeth as he advanced, fearful he would try a more lethal distance attack but knowing in her gut he’d want to be close for the finishing blow. When he finally stood over her, he said something she couldn’t hear, some sort of insult no doubt, and gathered his power for a final blast. She smiled and whispered, “Kagji.” A shield of shadow formed around her, created by the amulet that Keshalla had given her during the venamisha, which she’d worn at all times since.

      She planted her left foot and twisted her hips, kicking him in the hand with her heavy boot hard enough to break bones. Yeah, let’s see how your fancy gestures work now, asshole. She flipped up as he backpedaled and threw magic with his offhand, but her shield still felt strong. She drew her sword from over her shoulder, confident that if anyone she’d fought so far deserved to die, it was the dwarf. She saw first fear in his eyes, then quick calculation, and realized what he would do as he did it. Fire magic exploded in a semicircle around him, a wave of force and heat that hit her shield and did nothing, and that would probably have incinerated the hostage if she hadn’t reached out with her telekinesis and slammed the door of his shelter closed.

      Screams came from inside the room, and she had to choose: check on the boy or follow the dwarf, who ran all-out toward the door. She chose the former and found him inside, singed but alive. Some of the fire magic had gotten in through the cracks and crevices in the less-well-built-than-she’d-thought holding pen. She calmed him, then stuck her head out the door to find only the fallen guard remained. He was panting, deeply in pain, and his pallor was worrisome. Ruby pulled out her burner phone and hit Demetrius’ number. “Send the cops to my location. Got it?”

      “Got it. Cops on the way to your current position,” then rattled off coordinates like she’d know what the hell they meant. Goofball. She shook her head and turned back to the Atlantean.

      “Police are coming. I’ll be nearby watching until they get here, in case more of these scumbags show up.” She grabbed the fallen man’s pistol, popped the magazine to check that it was loaded, slid it back into place, and gave the gun to the boy. “He comes toward you, shoot him.”

      The one she’d been thinking of as a boy because of how the dwarf had referred to him was a notably handsome young man with his dark eyes and snaky dreadlocks. He nodded. “Will do. Thank you, uh, cat person.”

      Ruby laughed and had to stop herself from losing it entirely. “Right. Be good.” She dashed for the door to the sound of distant sirens coming closer. Be good? Really? No wonder you’re not currently dating anyone with lines like that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      It had taken almost a full day before Idryll was willing to talk to her again. Ruby wasn’t sure if it was because she was upset at Ruby’s lack of skill, or she was hurt and hiding it, or she was mad because Ruby had kicked her out of the fight, or all of the above. When the tiger-woman finally spoke, all she would say about the battle was, “We need to train together, to work as a team.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Ruby replied, and things had slowly warmed up from there. She’d visited with her family and her roommates and discussed the amazing events of the night before with each. Of course, Ruby had supposedly missed it all, having been asleep in her bed at the time. Her parents thought she’d been at the house above the surface. Her roommates thought she’d been below. Neat and tidy.

      She patted Idryll on the leg as they shared a boulder in her Oriceran village. “Everything wrapped up perfectly well. Now I can get back to working on the important stuff, like getting a job. Hopefully, things will be calm from here on out.”

      The tiger-woman snorted. She was clad in fur, having refused to wear other clothing on her home planet. Ruby had stuck with jeans and a t-shirt rather than dressing in her appropriate clothes. It was a day of much-needed rest, a pause to let the world settle in the proper direction again before she started setting up the stuff she’d need to start her business for real. Idryll said, “You really believe that, don’t you?”

      Ruby straightened her spine from where she’d been leaning back and said, “No, not really. But I can hope, right?”

      Idryll’s eyes flicked over her shoulder, and she turned to see Keshalla approaching. The tiger-woman asked, “What do you think, Lady Keshalla?”

      Ruby frowned. Lady Keshalla? What’s up with that? Her teacher replied, “I believe that my student is leaving many questions unanswered in her supposed desire to get on with what she considers a normal life.”

      Her frown turned into a scowl. “Hey, first, how about you don’t talk about me like I’m not here? Second, what questions do you mean?”

      Idryll nodded, then replied as if she hadn’t spoken. “Normal. Yes, that explains much. She can never have such a thing.”

      Keshalla said, “No, she can’t.”

      Ruby growled, “Will one of you please explain? Like, now?”

      The tiger-woman said, “Two issues are relevant. First, you are a special person, Ruby Achera. You were called to the venamisha. You are destined for far more than a ‘normal’ life. Many paths that you will travel have yet to reveal themselves.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Okay, Obi-Wan. Whatever you say.”

      Keshalla added, “The second issue is that you have not yet solved the mystery you set out to solve. You foiled the kidnapping, true, but have you identified everyone involved in the plot? More importantly, have you answered why they did it? Until you’ve resolved these, you cannot be truly finished.”

      Ruby sighed. “Yeah. I get it. You know what this means, right? It’s going to be so much work. I need a new outfit, better gadgets, a place to operate from. People, don’t you understand that I’m naturally lazy?”

      Her teacher laughed, as did her partner. Keshalla asked, “Do you feel you’ve achieved justice for those who were killed?”

      Ruby sobered immediately. “No. No, I haven’t.”

      Idryll nodded. “We still have things to accomplish. We’ll do them together.”

      “Are you saying I’m stuck with you?”

      The tiger-woman grinned, showing off sharp fangs. “Indeed. No, you don’t have a choice in the matter. The venamisha chose for you.”

      Ruby acknowledged the inevitable with a sigh. “All right. I give up. You two better have some good ideas about all this stuff though because I’m right out of them at the moment.”

      Keshalla grinned. “Ah, minari. Your work has only begun. However, we will be with you every step of the way.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham had been yelling at him for almost a half-hour, and Jared had about reached the end of his tolerance for it. He knew his partner was volatile at the best of times and had guessed he would be offended when Jared didn’t participate in the kidnapping operation. Still, neither of those things was relevant because his boss wanted Aces Security to stay clean, so he would continue to avoid being linked to the crime spree in Magic City.

      The dwarf, his voice hoarse, demanded, “Tell me that we won’t do anything on that short notice again. Commit to it. Have some backbone, man.”

      Jared laughed. “When you feel like you can say that to the boss, you can be in charge, and I’ll be your number two. I’m sure as hell not going to do it. I’m going to continue to say, ‘Yes sir, how high, sir?’ You let me know when you want to do differently.”

      His phone rang, and Jared frowned at it, then his heart started beating triple time as he saw who it was. He answered. “Yes. Uh-huh. Yes. Thirty minutes. Yes,” and hung up. He looked over at the dwarf, his mouth dry. “It, uh, looks like you’ll get your chance. We have an appointment with the boss.”

      They both downed a shot of whiskey for luck, then Jared drove them through the darkness to a place he’d never been before, an intersection out in the desert with an old and abandoned gas station on one corner. A stretch limo sat there, and four dark-suited men with guns stood at each corner of it, all of them tracking their approach. He and the dwarf stepped out slowly, and each of them was thoroughly and professionally searched by one of the guards while the others kept weapons trained on them.

      Finally, one of them opened the limo’s rear door and waved them inside. A man and a woman sat there, the former in a stylish and expensive business suit and tie, the latter in a notably tight dress suitable for a night out on the town. Jared took the spot farther from the door and saw Grentham wince as he sat.

      Gabriel Sloane was known to his enemies as The Nightmare, a moniker that hearkened back to his time as an enforcer and assassin. After making a bundle in those occupations, he’d killed his way to the top of a small criminal organization, then absorbed several others through tactics both businesslike and brutal. To Jared and Grentham, he was “Boss,” or occasionally “Big Man,” or “Him.”

      Sloane was angry, to judge by the twist of his lips. “I find myself concerned by your incompetence, gentlemen. So much so that my wife and I will be late to a party in our honor so that we can have this conversation. Oh, and Mister Grentham, by now you’ve felt the anti-magic emitter. Please don’t get any ideas about trying to overcome it.”

      The dwarf nodded. Jared replied, “We experienced unexpected complications in the last two attempts, sir. Someone is acting against us. We’ve already begun tracing—”

      The man lifted a hand to stop him, and Jared’s voice died. His superior resembled what George Clooney might look like if someone grabbed his face and stretched it vertically. He was handsome but looked somehow wrong. Or maybe that’s the eyes, which are as crazy as I’ve ever seen on anyone other than his wife. Jared wasn’t afraid of much, but he was scared of these two.

      Sloane said, “Here’s what’s going to happen. You’ll continue working the angles we’ve planned, but more slowly. I’m planning to bring in some out-of-town talent and take the game up a notch. When he’s finished, these aliens ought to run to you for protection. Once you’re inside, it will be child’s play to make them do what I want.”

      “Yes, sir,” Jared replied. He still couldn’t figure what the man’s endgame was. He was already rich, and there had to be a lot of better ways to get richer. At first, he’d thought it might simply be the pleasure of playing a game that was valuable because it was out of reach of anyone with less money or more ethics. It felt like something more was going on in the background though, something that he might understand if he could make the right mental shift. “It might help to either acquire our competition or, uh, encourage them to leave the business.”

      “I have no interest in the former. However, if you have plans to accomplish the latter that don’t take away from the tasks I’ve assigned you, by all means, strengthen your position.” He tapped a button on the console next to him, and the door opened. Jared and Grentham climbed out and turned respectfully back toward the limo. Sloane leaned over. “One more thing. Any more failures, and it’ll cost you far more than a conversation. Keep that in mind.”

      Jared kept it in mind all the way back to Magic City. As he dropped Grentham off, he saw the other man thought similarly. “We need to get rid of whoever’s after us, first thing.”

      The dwarf nodded. “Agreed. No more playing nice. We find them, we make sure they pay in blood for getting in our way, and we kill them.”
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      Back in the Oriceran Universe with a bang! (See what I did there? Because of the explosion at the casino? Nevermind.) I hope you enjoyed Book 1. So much adventure lies ahead as we explore the various sights and sounds of Magic City and see Ruby come into her own as its magical defender. Not to mention figuring out what the venamisha portends, other than the addition of an inordinately sassy companion.

      I had a lot of fun with this one. It was great stepping back into Urban Fantasy. My return to Sci-Fi for the Azophi series was great, but it reminded me that this is where I feel most comfortable. I like the trappings of our current world, but with a twist.

      In future books, several of the characters who got fairly little “screen time” in this one will become more important, and there will be some visits from characters that those have been with me since Magic Ops will no doubt enjoy seeing again. I am eternally grateful that Martha and Michael have let me stake my claim to a corner of the Oriceran Universe and weave in and out of what they’ve done while adding my own elements as well.

      I am really jazzed about exploring the magical item creation angle on things in this series. Coming up with new and clever objects is a mental challenge all on its own, and finding a way to seamlessly incorporate them in the story another. I have long enjoyed seeing that sort of thing in the books I write, though. At this moment, I’m remembering a character named Cadderly, from Salvatore’s cleric quintet, and a crossbow with exploding bolts. (I hope I’m remembering that right). I loved that, and adding in magic will make it all the more fun in Magic City.

      It’s worth mentioning that Ely, Nevada, really exists, but has little in common with the version I’m using here. My research makes it seem like a pretty cool place, though. The train museum is a real thing. There are mountains nearby. But otherwise, there’s a ton of dramatic license there. Although, who’s to say there’s not a Kemana underneath, really?

      Life outside writing is a mix of joy and frustration, as I’m sure it is for everyone. The kid and I missed out on our summer of amusement parks, which bummed the both of us out considerably. We’re playing Fortnite together, working slowly through Avengers on the PS4, and have just started playing with World of Warcraft again. My wife and I were, uh, well, let’s just call it what it is – seriously addicted to that game for a while there, back when it was new. And with a new expansion about to come out, we’re playing the trial to see if the kiddo likes it enough that we should dive in again. And while I thought I’d be playing Cyberpunk 2077 by now, at least it’s only been pushed back to December 10, so only a few weeks!

      Watching Picard, waiting for the Expanse, and consuming a lot of so-bad-they’re-almost-good movies. Also slowly moving through season 1 of the Mandalorian again before advancing to season 2. Heavens above, that show is slow.

      The two new kittens are now fully integrated into the household. Going from five to seven seems like an exponential increase. There is always a cat, no matter what you happen to be doing. One of them has jumped in the shower with the kid twice now. The other loves taking a bath in the sink while drinking water from the faucet. But they’re both sweet and cuddly, at least if you get them when they’re tired and not racing through the house like cheetah / mountain goat hybrids. Although watching the two of them chasing after the older cats is pretty darn entertaining.

      The kid and I are still watching movies in the car a few evenings a week. Most recently, the animated Addams family movie, which was laugh out loud enjoyable.

      If this is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      I’ve hit my second wind of clearing out closets and tackling the to-do list. I think it’s the approaching end of 2020 and two vaccines out there somewhere. The end of whatever this was is nigh.

      If you’ve been reading a lot of my author notes (and books – so thank you), you would have seen that I kept saying I was going to rid my closet of all clothes I didn’t like and can’t wear right now. No more aspirational clothes (the ones I hoped I’d fit in some day) and no more just in case clothes (if I grow mysteriously larger). Well, I finally did it. Four green garbage bags and a trip to Goodwill.

      I even let go of that camel hair coat with the black collar that I liked so much. I held onto that one like there were no more coats in the world like that one.

      Right after I got home, I noticed J. Crew was having a half off coat sale and lo and behold – a lot of coats like that one. Four days later I had a new coat that actually fits and far less ‘what ifs’ staring me in the face.

      There were a couple of surprises after letting go of all that literal and emotional baggage. I finally saw that I was holding onto clothes that represented a time in Chicago that I loved and wasn’t ready to let go of – till now. It was like I wanted it back even though we can’t move backward, only forward.

      I had been telling myself for years that if I wanted to, I could always go back to Chicago, or back to New York, or even try someplace new. My face was always pressed up against the window wondering what exciting things there are to see out there.

      Just traveling to see a place didn’t seem like enough.

      In the past, when I traveled, I took everything I owned with me. Letting go of all of it was also a way of saying, I’m staying put this time. I’m finally putting down roots and I’m going to let them grow deep, into the ground. Come what may, this is where you’ll find me.

      It’s a new concept for me and may take some getting used to, which is good. All new adventures await from a completely different perspective.

      The other surprise was how much I was waiting for things to be different in small and big ways before I was willing to say, I’m happy right now, just as things are. Happy at this size, happy in this house, happy in this town, happy writing these books. The reality is, I am happy but to get rid of that last ounce of restlessness I needed to acknowledge it and act like it.

      Since the great clothing purge, I’ve added handles to the bathrooms, hung more curtains, framed some book covers and put on my office walls and a long list of other things.

      I’ve even signed up for my first kayak lesson and gotten a portable punching bag. (Quiet Punch – it’s amazing, if you want to check it out)

      By the time the new year rolls around, I will be ready to go out there and be a part of whatever comes next, without looking back over my shoulder. More adventures to follow.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby stumbled backward with a bellow of pain from the blow that slammed into her ribs. “Damn, ow, damn, bloody gods damned.” She bit down on the inappropriate name she was about to call her mentor, but Keshalla’s grin suggested that even unspoken, she’d nonetheless communicated it.

      The other woman wielded paired swords for the test. The Mist Elves’ combat arts required students to demonstrate mastery of each weapon before being permitted to begin their study of the next. Her teacher had deemed her ready to display her skills with a single sword. She had no doubts at the start of the process, but as it wore on, her confidence was starting to flag. It’s okay, Ruby. It’ll only be another year of training if you fail. Her stomach clenched at the prospect of facing her mentor’s disappointment for that long.

      The ritual involved rounds of combat against each style of weapon, meaning she’d faced children who had mastered the earliest ones, generally projectiles, at the start. Now, after almost an hour of defending herself from ranged weapons and defeating opponents using melee ones, she was up against one of the most skilled warriors her people had to offer. And she was losing. In front of an audience made up of the entire village, who ringed the central grassy area between their small houses that was her frequent training ground on Oriceran.

      The stakes got progressively higher as one advanced. She’d taken body hits from sling stones, had several cuts on her face and hands from arrows and thrown blades, and had been battered by force-shielded knives, bladed sticks, and swords. At first, the goal was not to get hit too much. Now it was all about staying up long enough to defeat her opponent, which was unlikely against Keshalla, or until her mentor deemed her worthy, which Ruby thought was still within her reach. Okay. Focus. Do this.

      Ruby set her feet and ran the back of her bare hand over her forehead to get stray wisps of white-blonde hair out of her eyes. The small trickle of magic she applied to cover the edge of her single sword was no more draining than the power she used on Earth to maintain the illusion of her humanity. Other magic was prohibited, although she had been given sufficient cause during the bouts to wonder if that was true for her opponents as well. She’d never been on the opposite side of the test and was confident that many of her foes were powerful enough to hide their use of magic if they chose to.

      She charged her teacher, who hadn’t pursued her retreat. Keshalla stood an inch or two taller than Ruby, giving her a slight advantage in reach. Her pale skin would show cuts as easily as Ruby’s—if anyone ever managed to strike her—but their appearances diverged from there. The other woman’s shining black hair, a rarity among the Mist Elves, whipped around as she spun out of the way. Ruby’s sword almost caught the black and crimson leather armor, another rare choice divergent from the traditional nature colors their people preferred.

      Ruby instinctively flicked her sword up to block the counterattack, intercepting a blade on its way to her head as she spun to disengage. She felt the tip of the second sword as it scraped across her thigh, but her move neutralized the power behind it. The other woman’s grin showed her pleasure in the fight, and hopefully in her student. However, it failed to completely conceal the strategist’s smile—the expression of the opponent who was clearly trying to wear her down, to use the effort she’d put into the previous bouts against her.

      Ruby brought her sword up to high guard position in a two-handed grip, pommel above her head, blade angled downward. “What do you say we call this done and go have a drink?”

      Keshalla spun her swords in a flashy display, then set her stance with one held before her in defense, the other at eye level pointing forward. “I would never dishonor you in that way. You’ve come so far, minari. Your victory is at hand.” Her tone was equal parts encouraging and mocking.

      “Sure, shenai. I can tell you’re almost ready to give up.” At the other woman’s laugh, she charged. She moved to her right and cut back across her body, an awkward move that avoided her foe’s attempt to block it. A moment of hope turned into frustration as her teacher snapped up a kick that hit the flat of the blade and knocked it out of line.

      Two can play at that game. Ruby dropped into a crouch and tried for a foot sweep, knowing Keshalla would probably be able to evade it. How she’ll do it, that’s the question. When the other woman leapt into the air, it was the choice of her teacher, not the warrior, since it created a vulnerability. Ruby exploded upward and smashed into her foe, knocking the defensive blade out of the way with hers, and carried her down to the ground. She made sure to fall hard on her opponent, hoping to knock the breath out of her.

      She landed on a force shield. “Not fair,” she growled as she rolled to the side and came up in a defensive crouch.

      Keshalla rose and nodded. “No one promised it would be.”

      The sound of tearing grass caused her to snap her head to the left. It took a moment to process the sight of one of the car-sized boulders flying through the air at her. She dove out of the way as it sped through the spot she’d just occupied, mostly sure it wouldn’t have fatally damaged her if her evasion had been too slow. Her teacher was choosy about the students she taught and killing one outright seemed like a bad signal to send future recruits.

      It was a clear message that Ruby needed to get on with it. She charged again, whirling her blade around in a slash at the other woman’s head. Both swords came up to block, and she delivered a front kick to her teacher’s sternum, knocking her backward. A low cut brought one of the defending blades down, and she stabbed forward at Keshalla’s chest. Her foe spun away, but Ruby was ready for it. She dashed ahead and released the sword with her right hand, slashing at the twirling form with her left. That attack was blocked, but the punch connected. It hit the other woman’s shoulder rather than her intended strike on the chest but still put her off balance for an instant.

      Ruby slipped forward and blasted a knee into the other woman’s stomach. She was forced onto the defensive as the twin swords licked out at her face, her chest, then her legs, moving her weapon in a series of slashes and circles to block. When the flurry ended, she resumed the pressure, stepping in close and stabbing at her opponent’s thigh. When the blades came down in defense, Ruby snapped her head forward in a strike at Keshalla’s nose.

      It never landed. Instead, the pommel of one of her foe’s swords smashed into her face, bloodying her nose and possibly fracturing her cheek, based on the blast of pain that accompanied it. She blindly swiped a circle with her sword, and a clang that almost knocked the weapon from her hand rewarded her as she intercepted a slash at her already aching ribs. Fearing where the other blade was and still unable to see from the tears inspired by the damage to her face, she ran forward with her weapon held at guard before her, hoping to either slam into her opponent or get clear.

      The move apparently caught Keshalla by surprise, maybe because it was more aggressive than Ruby tended to be. Regardless, she dashed the tears from her eyes as she reset her stance and faced her opponent. Respect was visible in her teacher’s expression, and the other woman nodded as she stepped back into a defensive posture.

      Ruby advanced, weaving her sword slowly in a figure-eight before her, keeping her vision soft so the other woman’s entire body received equal attention. Watching the eyes or the hands was a great way to get stabbed; it was usually the core and the legs that revealed an opponent’s intentions. When she reached the outer circle of engagement, that distance where a quick step and an extended thrust could reach flesh, Keshalla’s weight moved slightly onto her front leg. Ruby whirled in a crouching spin to her right as her foe exploded forward, both blades barely missing. She continued the movement with a slash at her foe’s legs that connected with a thigh, staggering the other woman.

      Keshalla twisted and brought the nearer blade around in another slam at Ruby’s damaged side. She accepted the blow and screamed as the pain in her ribs doubled. The fact that she could still breathe indicated that the leather armor, reinforced in that spot, had again kept the fragile bones from breaking. She punched forward with the hilt of her sword, striking her teacher in the left shoulder, dislocating the joint. The blade on that side fell from numbed fingers, and Ruby circled in that direction.

      What might have taken a lesser opponent out of the fight was nothing more than a challenge to her mentor. The single remaining sword whipped in, curving over her block to seek her injured cheek. Ruby leaned back to avoid it, then fell as the other woman flipped the weapon in her grip and made the same cut in reverse. She rolled into a backward somersault and came up running at her foe.

      She swung her sword high, forcing Keshalla to block it, then delivered a roundhouse kick to the wounded arm. Her teacher gasped, unable to ignore that extra pain. Ruby planted her kicking foot and threw herself into a spin parallel to the ground, one foot slamming the other woman in the chest while the other kicked at the back of her legs. The takedown worked, and she whipped the blade of her sword into position at her teacher’s throat.

      Keshalla grinned. “Well done, minari. Only one step remains.”

      For a moment, Ruby relaxed, thinking her teacher meant the announcement that she’d passed the test. A feral growl from the other side of the clearing revealed that it was nothing of the sort. She sighed. “You all suck.”

      Keshalla laughed. “Surely you didn’t think your challenge would be the same as one who had not undergone the venamisha.”

      “You know, I kind of did.”

      “Hopefully after today, you’ll be smarter. You may use every power at your disposal. The fight ends when one surrenders or cannot continue.”

      Ruby rose and turned toward the giant tiger at the other end of the grassy field, half again as large as any Earth had ever produced. “All right, kitty. Bring it on.”
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      Idryll, the shapeshifting cat-woman who considered herself bound for life to Ruby, charged with another roar. She was gorgeous in this form, her coloring similar to an Earth tiger’s, but in shades that had never exactly been present on that planet. They seemed to morph and blend as she advanced, the muscles' movement under that fur almost frightening in their smoothness. Her mouth oddly twisted as she spoke, and as always it was weird hearing speech out of her fully feline form. “You didn’t think I’d miss out on the fun, did you?”

      Ruby gave a small shrug. “Again, it appears I kind of did. From here on out, I’ll assume that you’ll complicate everything.”

      The tiger chuffed a laugh. “Good plan.” She surged forward, covering the space between them in seconds. Fortunately, Ruby was ready for it. She wrapped a shield of force magic around her left arm from elbow to fingertips and used it to intercept her foe’s slashing claws as she darted to the side to avoid getting run over. She flicked out her sword at Idryll, but her opponent dropped and rolled away, dodging it easily.

      They circled one another. Ruby moved carefully to keep her balance centered while her opponent bounced from spot to spot, feigning attacks. When they drew a response, the tiger got that smile that perfectly communicated mockery. Ruby bit down on a sarcastic comment, knowing it would feed her rival’s poor attitude. The next time she falls asleep in normal cat form, I’m throwing her in a bathtub full of cold water. It was tough to reconcile the killer in front of her with the purring furball that filled her sister Morrigan with delight.

      She pulled back the shield from her hand and sent a bolt of frost at her opponent. Idryll scrambled out of the way, but Ruby kept firing, ensuring that the cat stayed on the run. Just a little more. Finally, the position was perfect, and she lunged with her sword, shoving it into the path of her foe’s paws. The tiger tripped, going over in a somersault. That was the good part.

      There were two bad parts. The first was that Idryll’s momentum ripped the sword out of her hand and sent it flying. The second was that, when her opponent came up from the ground, she was still smiling. She growled, “Aww. You lost your pointy stick.” A wide smile displayed clean white fangs as if to reinforce the resulting imbalance in their fighting tools.

      Ruby focused her magic into a force shield that covered her from toes to fingertips. If she was honest with herself, she preferred hand-to-hand combat; it was more visceral, more rewarding, than operating at a distance. Maybe not against a tiger five or six times my weight. She didn’t doubt that the tiger’s move to circle away from the fallen weapon was an invitation to a trap, one that she wasn’t about to step into.

      The key would be to stay fast and nimble and avoid any situation where Idryll could bring her weight to bear. Although the force shield would protect her from being crushed, for a while anyway, her mentor would chalk it up as a defeat. I am so not going through this again, so I better not fail.

      She ran straight at her rival, and the tiger jumped to meet her. Ruby slid underneath and snapped a kick upward that caught the cat in the air. It didn’t have much on it but still made her feel that she’d accomplished something useful. Doubtless her partner underestimated Ruby’s unarmed combat skills, so it was a good moment to disabuse her of that notion and maybe take some of her foe’s most extravagant and risky attacks off the table.

      They rose simultaneously, and the tiger prowled toward her, body low to the ground, tail twitching. The growls coming from deep within Idryll’s chest would have been terrifying if it had been a real battle. Knowing it wasn’t didn’t eliminate the fear entirely, and Ruby forced herself to relax. When the attack came, it was a quick leap forward and the swipe of a massive paw at her legs.

      She leapt over the sweep and blocked the expected counterattack from the other paw with a downward swing of her arm. The instant her boots hit the ground, she snapped out a sidekick at her foe and struck the tiger in the shoulder. It was like attacking a wall, and instead of sending her opponent flying, as it would have done to a human, the blow pushed Ruby backward. She stumbled and caught herself, but not in time to escape the tiger’s rush.

      Idryll slammed into her, throwing her onto her back. The impact sent a wave of agony through her damaged face, followed by a moment of terror as the huge body blotted out the sun as it arced above her. She rolled to avoid being smashed, but a paw caught her with a glancing blow on her ribs before she could get clear. She shouted in pain, hurting her face more, and bounced up filled with anger and adrenaline.

      Her opponent was as keen to mix it up as she was, and they met in a clash of bodies. Ruby reinforced the shield on her left arm and used it to bash her way in close, then punched with her right, two fast jabs and an uppercut. The finishing move would have struck true, but the tiger turned into Idryll’s cat-woman form without any visible transition. Her body was that of a Mist Elf but covered in fur except for her face, which was bare. Her eyes were still a cat’s eyes, and her long hair flowed in the same colors the tiger had worn.

      Ruby spat a curse and lunged for her, but the other woman spun away with a laugh. This form was slower than the tiger but still faster than she was. The spin turned into a kick, and she ducked under the heel that sought her temple and the follow-up roundhouse kick that tried for her damaged ribs again.

      This version of her partner wasn’t nearly as difficult to tackle though, and Ruby drove into her bodily, taking her down to the ground. The other woman shifted her body to make sure she landed on top, but the force shield took the brunt of the impact. Then it was all knees, elbows, and foreheads as they sought an advantage. Ruby took a shot to the temple that scattered stars across her vision but saw through them to get her foe in an armbar. She wrenched herself to the side for leverage, then pressed the joint down, threatening to break the elbow. Idryll shouted, “I yield,” and the fight was over.

      Ruby collapsed off her, wheezing. Exhaustion washed over her for a moment, then passed, leaving her tired and sore but functional. A groan escaped as she climbed to her feet, and she gave an annoyed snarl at her partner when she bounced up as if they hadn’t been fighting. “You suck. By that, I mean that you suck more than anyone in the past has ever sucked. You’ve reached new and amazing heights of suckage. Or lows. Whichever it is.”

      The cat-woman laughed and busied herself brushing the dirt and dust from her fur. “Please. I am the very model of restraint. You still have all your limbs.”

      The truth of it was that the tiger form could probably have done significant damage, even through her shields. She didn’t have a read yet on the magic the shapeshifter possessed, and Idryll had rebuffed several questions about it. One day I’ll figure you out. She turned to face the other woman of mystery in her life as Keshalla walked up to them. “So, did I succeed?”

      Her teacher nodded. “Yes. Once you retrieve your sword, you can clean it completely and thoroughly as a penalty for letting yourself be disarmed. Then, you can polish it, after which you whet it. Once that is done, you may sheath it and consider yourself adequate with the single blade. Then, you can take a healing potion to fix your face.”

      Idryll commented, “Nothing can fix her face.”

      Ruby stuck her tongue out at the cat before turning her attention back to her mentor. “Then I guess we’ll be starting with paired blades soon.”

      Keshalla shrugged. “Perhaps. From what I saw today, you might need a refresher in unarmed combat.”

      Ruby scowled. “I was fighting a tiger.”

      “If you’re lucky that’s the worst thing you’ll ever face. One would be a fool to rely on luck.”

      There was no arguing. She gave a small bow. “Yes, shenai.” Turning to her partner, she said, “I better get to it. I’m in desperate need of a bath, some aspirin, and a nap, hopefully in that order.”

      The cat-woman’s laugh held both happiness and mockery. “You certainly are. I would hope not to have to fight hand-to-hand again with someone who smells as bad as you do anytime soon.”

      Ruby clamped her lips shut, knowing that any reply would serve as a reward to Idryll. I’ll get you, kitty cat. I don’t know when, I don’t know how, but it will happen. And it will be glorious.
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      Ruby sank into the oversized tub with a grateful sigh, her tired muscles getting the reward she’d promised them for hours. Setting her sword to rights and finishing up the other tasks Keshalla had assigned her hadn’t taken a ridiculous amount of time, but she had spent every minute of it imagining what this bath would feel like. It had only required five minutes after portaling home for her to draw the water, stash her sword, and get undressed. Now, with the liquid lapping up to her cheeks and the rest of her body submerged beneath a mountain of moisturizing bubbles, she finally felt a glow of accomplishment for successfully passing the test.

      The sound of the door opening didn’t startle her. She’d locked the outer door to her room, so it could only be one person. She’d concluded that trying to preserve modesty where her shapeshifting life-partner was concerned simply wasn’t worth the effort. Idryll sat on the edge of the tub. “Better?”

      Ruby closed her eyes again. “Definitely better.” It felt even more relaxing than the healing potion had, which was saying something.

      She felt and heard Idryll swishing the water with her hand and smiled inwardly at what she thought of as cat-like behavior. The other woman observed, “You did well, all things considered.”

      “I’m sure there are many lessons I should take from the experience, and I’m equally sure that Keshalla will share them with me. Repeatedly. Intensively.”

      Her partner laughed. “That does sound like something she’d do.”

      Ruby adjusted her position to get as much of her head as possible underwater while still being able to breathe. “It’s been quite a frenzy the last few days, with the test coming right on the heels of the kidnapping. If there’d been any chance of a positive response, I would have asked for some time off in between.”

      “Speaking of which, we’re not planning to let the criminals get away with that, are we?”

      Ruby shook her head, enjoying how her hair floated. “We are not. But we’ll need to be careful. They’ve shown a lack of concern about who they hurt on the way to getting what they want. While you and I can handle that, we’ll have to make sure it doesn’t blow back on anyone else.”

      “Disguises, then.”

      “At a minimum. Maybe it’s enough to tell Sheriff Alejo. I don’t know. It’s something I need to think a little more about.”

      The other woman’s tone was decisive. “We should handle it ourselves. This is our place.”

      “It’s also the sheriff’s place, and I’m sure she feels as strongly about the issue. As I said, we’ll have to think about it.”

      Idryll scoffed, “You cannot think your problems to death. That’s why we have fangs.” Ruby opened her eyes to see the other woman’s grin displaying her teeth to full effect and laughed.

      “Mine aren’t nearly as impressive as yours can be.” Her stomach growled, loud in the water, and she laughed again. “If there’s one thing I need as much as a nap, it’s food. Should be dinnertime pretty soon, so I guess I’d better head down.”

      Idryll nodded. “I like this plan to get food. Be sure to bring me something tasty.” Unspoken was the remainder of the sentence, which went something like “If you’d like to keep your arms intact,” but the message still came across clearly. “I think I’ll take a nap.” The tiger-woman wandered out the door, and Ruby climbed out of the bathtub. She wrapped her head in one towel and gathered another around her body, then padded into her bedroom. It was elegant in an understated way, with lots of intricately carved heavy wood furniture.

      She grabbed clothes out of her dresser. Since she was planning to stay at the house overnight, she went with yoga pants and an oversized T-shirt, and once her hair was acceptably towel-dried, she pulled it back into a ponytail. She checked her look in the mirror and shook her head. “Not really dressed to impress.” It was good enough for family, though. They didn’t know about her role in thwarting the kidnapping, of course, but they were aware she’d been on Oriceran for her test, and she always returned from those in need of a rest. As she headed for the door, she passed Idryll, now in the form of a Bengal house cat of unusual size, and petted her before heading out of the room.

      Ruby made it halfway down the stairs before spotting Matthias, the employee who more or less ran the house for her parents and who had been a third parent while she and her siblings were growing up. He was still tall and thin and still looked like he might have walked off the set of The Lord of the Rings. She broke into a grin and rushed down to hug him. The older man returned both the smile and the embrace and asked, “So, did it go well?”

      Ruby nodded. “It was a challenge, of course, but I passed.”

      The man’s grin grew wider. “Fantastic news, Miss Ruby. I’m so glad to hear it. The kitchen has made one of your favorite meals tonight.”

      She took his arm as he walked her toward the dining room. “Pizza?” He shook his head. “Vegetable lasagna?” He repeated the motion. She smacked him lightly on the hand. “What is it, then?”

      He laughed. “You’ll have to wait and see.”

      She scowled. “Traitor.” Matthias nodded, seeming unmoved by the insult. “I’ll need a dish of meat for the kitty cat upstairs. A lot of it.”

      “Of course. I’ll have it ready for you when dinner is over.” Idryll had some inborn magic that allowed her forms to function on whatever meal was appropriate to the shape she possessed at the moment. Her human version would be content as long as her cat form was full. Ruby had rather expected the situation to be more like the superhero The Flash, who had to eat all the time to sustain his metabolism, at least according to the TV show and the movies. “I don’t suppose Dralen is out of the house?”

      Matthias chuckled. “No such luck. I believe he has a new idea for improving the casino to share.”

      Ruby groaned. “Improvement is in the eye of the beholder, or something like that.” She released his arm and drew a deep breath as they arrived at their destination. “Okay, here I go.” She knew her complaints about family amused him and always laid it on thick for his benefit.

      She stepped through the doorway to the dining room and found her relatives in their usual positions. Her father Rayar sat at the head of the table, her mother Sinnia on his right with Morrigan beside her, and her brother Dralen at the patriarch’s left hand. She took her seat across from her sister and stuck her tongue out at her. Morrigan responded in kind, and their mother rolled her eyes.

      Rayar asked, “So, what news?”

      “I passed.” Her father clapped, her mother beamed, and even Dralen grinned and nodded.

      Morrigan congratulated her, adding, “From what I heard, you lost your sword.”

      Ruby scowled. “I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, brat, but it was a strategic move. Entirely intentional.” She managed to hold the stern expression for a few seconds, but her sister’s knowing grin broke her restraint. “Yeah, okay, maybe not completely planned. It worked. That’s what counts.”

      “I’ll have my test on the bow soon. Maybe you could come to watch.” Those who were less advanced couldn’t watch those of a higher skill level test unless they were involved in it, and then only until they’d done their part, to prevent them from getting too much information about what awaited them in their training. She imagined Morrigan had probably tried to be one of her opponents during the trial, but tradition would argue against allowing a family member into the mix if anyone else was available. Dralen hadn’t taken to the traditional weapons, and their parents had agreed to his request not to train. She was glad her sister hadn’t chosen the same path.

      “I’ll certainly try to be there, assuming Keshalla doesn’t have me spend all my time relearning things I didn’t do well enough during my test.”

      Her brother interrupted, “So, after the attack on the Atlanteans, we need to beef up security at Spirits. I thought Ruby could create some detectors that would look for dangerous technological and magical devices, plus any tools players could use to cheat at the tables.” He turned toward her as he spoke, and his expression was questioning.

      She nodded slowly. “I could modify some existing sensors that do those separately and combine them without too much trouble. Adding in the anti-cheating stuff might be difficult, but if we’re willing to pay Margrave’s rates, he’ll probably agree to work with me on it.”

      Dralen grinned and turned to face their father. “See? I told you she’d be into it.”

      Rayar chuckled. “You were right. Truly, it seems like a good idea. The other owners I’ve talked to all plan to increase their security significantly after what happened at the Mist and the Ebon Dragon.”

      Ruby asked, “The Council, you mean?”

      He shook his head. “No, the Council hasn’t met formally about it yet, although obviously we’ll be in favor. In our capacity as individual casino owners, it clearly makes sense.”

      The conversation paused as dinner arrived, big baking dishes full of tamales. Ruby grinned and grabbed the nearest before Morrigan could, shoveling several onto her plate. Her sister said, “I was chatting with a dealer and overheard a guard talking. Not one of the ones on our staff, but one from our security company. He said his employer has been getting pressure to sell out to a bigger firm.”

      Her mother frowned. “Did he say which one?”

      Morrigan shook her head. “No, that was all I heard, and I didn’t want to seem like I was eavesdropping.”

      Ruby interjected, “Although you totally were.” It earned her another playful dirty look from her sister, but instead of returning it, she looked at her parents. “Will that change our plans?”

      Her mother shrugged. “Perhaps, although these things happen in human businesses all the time, as I understand it. From our perspective, it will probably be invisible. They might not even change the company’s name.”

      Her father looked thoughtful. “Nonetheless, it’s worrisome. Competition is a good thing, and if companies merge or combine, our options dwindle. Perhaps I should talk to the Council about creating our own security company, rather than relying on the mostly human businesses around here.” To Ruby’s knowledge, all but one was human-owned, and that one was human co-owned, although all of them employed magicals to one degree or another since many of the threats they would deal with in Ely were magical.

      She let the conversation drop, and talk turned to more normal things: Morrigan's studies and training, Dralen’s work on his MBA, her parents’ plan to renovate the hotel portion of Spirits, which seemed to be forever under construction in one way or another. As dinner wrapped up, she caught her father’s eyes and glanced at the door to the study. He lifted an eyebrow before nodding. The family members all shared hugs, and Ruby declined the offer to play a game with Morrigan since exhaustion already nipped at the edges of her brain. She’d planned to go straight up to bed after the meal but now thought having a chat with her father was important enough to delay that priority a little. Maybe I can get him to spill some secrets. Worth a try, anyway.
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      Her father took one of the big comfortable leather chairs, and Ruby sat in the other. Matthias brought them each coffee, and while she worried for a moment that the caffeine might keep her awake, she decided it would have to be pretty amazing to accomplish that feat given how tired she was. He asked, “So, what’s up?”

      She frowned, wondering how to say it. “You know my roommate Demetrius, right?”

      Rayar nodded. “I know of him, although we haven’t met. You should invite them all down for dinner at some point.”

      She waved a hand. “Once things settle down, maybe. He’s pretty well tapped into the rumor mill. He told me there’s a connection between one of the security companies and the kidnapping.”

      Her father leaned forward. “Really? How does he know? Which one?”

      The intensity of his gaze suggested he was acting in both of his roles, as the owner of Spirits and as Council member. Probably as a concerned citizen, as well. “A place called Aces Security is what he said. I have no idea about the validity of his source. He clearly doesn’t want to share that information, and I’m reluctant to ask for fear that he’ll be unwilling to tell me other stuff.” Keeping her first-hand knowledge of the company secret seemed like a smart move since it would be difficult to explain without revealing things she didn’t want anyone to know.

      He leaned back in his chair with a frown and sipped from the heavy mug. “That’s not good if it’s true. Aces is one of the bigger ones, and the rumors I’ve heard say that if acquisitions do thin out the security companies, they’re more likely to be buying than be bought.”

      “Could that give them a reason to be involved in the kidnapping? Maybe trying to make things seem more dangerous? Or putting direct pressure on the Atlanteans? I don’t think they provide security for the Kraken.”

      Her father shook his head. “You’re right, and what you say is certainly possible. This is a matter I’ll have to share with the Council tonight.”

      She sipped her coffee again, then set it aside. “Well, I thought it was something you might want to know. Now, it’s bedtime.”

      She stood and stepped forward with a yawn, expecting him to wrap her in a hug. Instead, he rose and held her at arm’s length. “I think you should come to the meeting and relate this information first-hand.”

      She blinked. None of the family other than her father had ever been to a Council meeting, as far as she knew. “Really?”

      He nodded. “Really. When I consider the three of you and how my responsibilities will fall out when I’m no longer capable of handling them, I see your brother running the casino’s day-to-day operations, your sister being the people person who makes the connections and the partnerships, and you as the politician and strategist. That means the sooner you get to know the Council, the better.”

      “Wouldn’t mother be a stronger choice?” Ruby was a little overwhelmed at being given the big picture so suddenly.

      He laughed. “Your mother wants nothing to do with the Council. She’s said so many times. We’ve discussed it, and she agrees you should be the one.”

      “Even though I’m supposedly a human?”

      Her father nodded somberly. “You’re in a unique position. You can bring your perspective from that side of things to the Council and still have the authority of being part of the family.”

      “Do they know that I’m not really human?”

      He shook his head. “It remains a secret from everyone outside this house.”

      She sighed. “Of course I’ll come. I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me why we’re continuing to pretend I’m human though, would you?”

      Normally she got a joke or brushoff, but this time he simply looked down into her eyes. “I can only say it has to do with keeping you safe. There’s an old tale, supposedly from an oracle among the mystics.” She snorted, and he laughed with a nod. “Yes, I know. I thought it was pretty hokey early on, too. But it mentioned our family, specifically your mother’s bloodline. It talked of a first child, a girl who would be in danger from those seeking to thwart her potential. So once we knew you weren’t going to be male, we hid your birth and lied about your age. You’re one of the main reasons we first came to this planet, knowing it would be a better place to protect our child if the story turned out to have any truth to it.”

      She forced herself to close her mouth, which hung open in shock. That was more than she’d ever heard about it. Reaching the quarter-century mark has indeed been crossing a threshold of some kind. “Okay. That’s awfully mysterious. Is there more you can tell me?”

      He gave a small nod. “Only one more thing. The story said that person would undergo the venamisha. So, you see, it’s even more vital now than ever that we keep you safe, in case you turn out to be the one mentioned in the story, and in case the story turns out to be real.”

      She shook her head. “Have you seen a doctor lately? I think you might have mental issues.”

      Her father laughed and pulled her into a hug. “Go take a nap. You’ll need to be at your best when we see the Council. Tonight, midnight.”

      She walked toward the stairs in a haze. The world has gone crazy, and right now I’m way too tired to deal with its nonsense. Idryll better not be taking up the whole bed, or she’ll find herself sleeping on the floor.
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      Jared Trenton was not a happy man. The message to go to the airport had come from the boss with no warning at all, only a “Do this now.” He’d been in the middle of what had seemed a very promising date but had dutifully made his apologies and immediately jumped into his car for the drive. He couldn’t even make calls because this was one of those off-the-books moves that required his phone to be locked in the signal-proof box in his car and the vehicle’s location system to be off. It wouldn’t have been so bad if it was a short trip, but it was almost two hours from Ely, Nevada to the Elko Regional Airport. He muttered curses along the way: at the man who employed him, at his partner for not successfully finishing the kidnapping of the Atlantean brat, and at all of Magic City in general for refusing to roll over and acquiesce to his desires.

      At this time of night, the airport was mostly shut down, but the entrance he’d been told would be open was ready to permit him access. The plane he’d come to meet was already on the tarmac: a nondescript private jet, the kind any business might use. He flashed his headlights in the signal he’d been given. The door opened, portable steps folded down, and a figure was silhouetted briefly in the doorway before it descended the stairs. He hit the button to release the hatch and climbed out, extending a hand to take the man’s bag as he drew near. His cargo, a person of Asian descent with light hair, dark eyebrows, sharp cheekbones, and a mouth that turned down in a frown, shook his head slightly and put his duffel into the car. Jared shrugged and slammed the hatch. “Door’s open.” He circled the driver's side and got behind the wheel.

      His passenger entered a moment later and pulled out a pistol, resting it comfortably in his lap with his finger on the guard and the barrel pointed at the vehicle’s other occupant. Jared said, “That’s unnecessary.”

      The other man shrugged. “I decide what is necessary for me. In this case, I don’t know you, so it is.”

      Jared smothered a sigh. “Fine. Whatever. I’m Jared. And you are?”

      “You may call me Goryo.”

      “Just that?”

      “It’s all you need to know.”

      This is going to be a wonderful trip. He put his foot on the gas and steered out, heading back toward Magic City. “So, anything you can share about why you’re in town?”

      The other man’s flat and uninformative expression remained unchanged. “If our mutual employer wished for you to know, he would have told you. Since he hasn’t, I must presume he does not wish you to know. It would be entirely foolish of me to go against his decision.”

      “Yeah, the boss enjoys being a man of mystery, no doubt about that. But, come on, that doesn’t mean we can’t work together. If I understand what you’re planning, I can help you. My ultimate goal is to see the boss’s plans succeed.” And to make a pile of money for myself while cornering the market on security in town.

      Goryo shrugged. “What do you have to offer?”

      Jared smiled. “Only the best of everything. Tech, weapons, vehicles, personnel. I have it all, anything you could want. And if you need untraceable people, I can arrange for that too.”

      “A vehicle would be useful. On the other matters, I am entirely self-sufficient. You can tell me, though, where the pawnshops in town are.”

      Jared frowned. “Pawnshops? Really?” The other man stared at him. “Yeah, okay. Well, there are a couple of big ones called Lucky’s, owned by Lucky Tomasso. That’s where most of the gamblers who are looking for a little extra scratch wind up selling family heirlooms to avoid getting their kneecaps broken. Plus about a dozen smaller shops scattered around town, offering more specialized stuff. Some do jewelry, others do antiques, and there’s even one that does mainly musical instruments. I can get you a map with all of them on it.”

      Goryo nodded. “That will be adequate.”

      “Why do you need a pawnshop?” Jared cursed inwardly at himself. Not doing a great job of making myself look in control here. Of course, the truth is we’re not. Grentham was deeply annoyed that their boss, Gabriel “The Nightmare” Sloane, was running an operation in their town that didn’t include them. Jared had tried to be the voice of reason, but he wasn’t at all pleased with it either. It was on the one hand an insult, a suggestion they couldn’t handle things on their own. On the other hand, though, they still had tasks to perform for the boss, so at least they weren’t being cut out of the loop. Maybe it requires some specialty we don’t possess. He scowled. Kidnapping, perhaps. He jerked his mind back from where it had been wandering. “Sedan or SUV?”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the drive passed in annoying silence. He pulled into the garage at Aces Security, and his passenger stepped out, retrieved his bag, and pointed at another large black sport utility vehicle. “That one will do.”

      Grentham, who had come out to meet them, angled to the key box on the wall and grabbed the ones for that SUV. He tossed them to their guest, who snatched them cleanly out of the air with economical grace. He marched over to the vehicle, climbed in, and drove off without another word. Jared watched him depart, shook his head, then turned to his partner. “Let’s see where he goes.” They walked into the security station and ordered the tech on duty to call up the car’s tracer on the main monitor. Newly installed screens above it displayed camera views of the building’s exterior. They’d bolstered their defenses immediately after being broken into, cameras being the quickest and easiest option.

      A moving yellow dot overlaid a map of the area, and after several minutes it slowed to a stop. Jared asked, “What’s he doing? Why would he stop in the middle of nowhere?”

      The answer came a moment later as the dot disappeared. Grentham, dressed all in black as always with his black mustache and braided beard perfectly styled, grunted. “Guess he doesn’t want us to know where he’s going.”

      Jared chuckled. “Secretive bastard. Fine, then. Let’s go upstairs and chat.” He headed up to his office and sat behind his desk. The dwarf sat opposite him. “So, think this jerk will get in our way?”

      His partner shrugged. “If he does, we’ll have to arrange for him to have an accident. I’m all for letting the boss make our lives easier, but we’re certainly not giving up any of our hard-won territory to some asshole outsider.”

      Jared nodded thoughtfully. “I can’t imagine he’s here for the same reason we are, though. Seems like it must be something special the boss needs done. Shouldn’t get in the way of us acquiring or eliminating the other security companies in town. Or at least stealing their contracts.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. We’ve been playing too nice. I think it’s time to take the gloves off. Instead of being indirect and putting pressure on the casinos to get them to switch to us, we should consider taking out some of the other companies directly.”

      “Buying off their people?”

      “Whatever it takes. Pay them off, put them in the hospital, blow up their houses. We tried it the subtle way, the way the boss seemed to prefer. In the end, I’d guess results are the most important thing. We can get them in a lot of useful ways.”

      Jared drummed his fingers on the desk. “That’s a can of worms, though. If we open it, there will probably be retribution against us in kind.”

      The dwarf slapped a hand down on the surface between them. “Let them come. Hell, I want them to try it. We’ll beef up our security and make sure our people are always on guard. We have the advantage here since we know what’s going on. That’ll give us all the edge we’ll need.”

      He shrugged. “Okay, that works for me. Where do you want to start?”

      “Crystal Security.”

      Jared nodded in complete agreement. “You’re right. We should keep the pressure on the Atlanteans, and taking out their contractor is a great way to do it. Who knows, after they almost lost their kid, they might be more inclined than the rest to change.”

      “Especially if their security company can’t protect itself.”

      Jared grinned. “All right. Let’s do it. Tell me what you need.”
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      Ruby had dressed formally for the occasion, wearing a blue dress with a broad vertical silver stripe and high boots that disappeared under the long skirt. The thin straps showed off her strong arms and shoulders. Although she didn’t wear dresses often, this was one of the few she owned that she thought she looked good in.

      Walking through the streets of Kemana MountHaven always felt a little odd since she’d spent so much of her time aboveground, attending human schools, hanging out with human friends, learning the ropes at the casino, and the like. She’d discussed that impression with her siblings, and they had more of a connection to the underground city than she did. That wasn’t to say she disliked it, only that she was less at home there than she might otherwise have been.

      Storefronts lined the street leading to their meeting place on both sides, none of them more than a couple of stories high. They passed shops that sold decorative works for the home, another that sold weapons, a third that sold potions. Food stores, restaurants, and all of what you’d expect to find in a typical human city, more or less, were also present here. This late at night, the streets were mostly empty. Their destination was the tallest building in the giant cavern, the small palace that was the residence of Lord Maldren, the titular leader of the city. He was, of course, a Mist Elf. Given that her people had founded the kemana, that only made sense.

      A pair of wizards stood guard at the side entrance, the one used for business rather than formality, and her father exchanged pleasant words with them before they headed in. She’d been in the building’s main audience chamber before and had visited a couple of the rooms that held museum-quality items on display for the public. However, her travels had never taken her into what her father called the business area before now. Stone corridors led eventually to a large room with an oval table occupying at least half of the available space. Five seats were arranged along each long curve, with a singular one positioned at the far end. Each place included a notepad, a pen, and a wine glass. Figures in black uniforms stood on one side holding bottles, clearly waiting until everyone assembled to pour.

      Her father pointed her toward a trio of chairs in a corner. “Guest area. Wait quietly until we call you.”

      She nodded, headed over, and sat to watch as the rest of the Council members wandered in. The group numbered lucky eleven, including their leader, and they represented the races who owned casinos in the city. She didn’t know all the names, although she was sure she’d been told them, but recognized Rosalind Caruthers from their meeting a few days before. The witch offered a small smile as she spotted her in the corner, then turned to talk to her colleagues. Ruby also noticed Challen the gnome healer, who nodded at her before he too was distracted.

      Ruby flinched slightly when the dwarf she’d last seen running from the warehouse where he’d held the Atlantean captive strode in. She fought to keep her expression neutral as Grentham crossed the room to talk to the hulking Kilomea who stood alone in the far corner. She hadn’t realized Margrave’s competitor was part of the Council and thought she probably should’ve paid more attention to her father’s discussions of the topic. Which I will from here on out since I might eventually be a member of this group. Hopefully not anytime soon, though.

      Lord Maldren wore a formal robe that covered him from neck to ankles in purple and gold. He managed to pull it off without looking overly pompous, which was impressive given the outfit’s splendor. He called for the others to take their seats and lowered himself into his. When they had all complied, he said, “Thank you for coming, as always.” He waved at the uniformed workers, and they filled the wine glasses at each place while the Council members waited in silence. After the servers excused themselves from the room, the leader said, “I see we have a guest today. Is that your daughter, Rayar?” It was an unnecessary question; she was the only human who would have possibly been allowed into the meeting without a great deal of planning and negotiation. Nonetheless, it was polite.

      Her father replied, “It is. Allow me to introduce Ruby, my adopted daughter.” People at the table nodded at her, and she returned the gesture.

      The female Drow spoke in a smooth tone. Everything about her was smooth, from her dark skin to her perfectly straight ashen hair. “Why is she here?”

      Her father looked at Maldren for permission, and the man flicked his fingers in assent. “Thank you for your question, Elnyier. Ruby has some information to share about the attack on Andrielle's family.”

      All the gazes shifted to the Atlantean representative on the Council, Andrielle Chentashe, who she’d last seen on the stage during the event in question.

      Maldren said, “Ruby, please say what you’ve come to say.”

      She bowed her head respectfully as she rose, then raised her eyes to meet those of the people around the table. “I’ve heard rumors on the surface from the human authorities. They believe one of the local security companies may have been involved in the attack.”

      The Drow asked, “Which one?”

      She made sure to keep her gaze away from the dwarf as she replied, “Unknown. The rumors didn’t say.” She and her father had concluded it would be too dangerous to name names in this group. They’d agreed it was enough to bring the matter forward.

      Grentham growled, “What authorities?”

      Ruby shrugged in his direction. “Not sure. If I had any more specific information, I would willingly share it.” He didn’t look convinced, but Jailynne Sunshi, matriarch of the family that owned the other Mist Elf casino in town, interrupted.

      “What I want to know is what we’re going to do collectively to deal with these attacks. It’s not likely that the one on the Mist and the other on the Ebon Dragon wrapped it up and now everything is fine.” She leaned back in her chair, arms crossed and defiant.

      At the head of the table, Lord Maldren shrugged. “As always, these matters are why we gather. Would anyone like to comment?”

      Rosalind Caruthers, seated beside her husband Anders, spoke for the casino owned by the witches and wizards. “We believe action is necessary. It’s highly unlikely these attacks are random and equally unlikely they’ll stop on their own.”

      Lachsan, the Wood Elves’ representative, leaned forward on the table. He had uncommonly short hair for an elf, trimmed within an inch of his scalp. “What do you propose? And what evidence do you have that they will continue?”

      Ruby snorted inwardly. Her father had often spoken of how Wood Elves on Earth tended toward inaction in most decision-making. He’d attributed it to the long lives that many of the Oriceran magicals shared, meaning anything that might appear urgent at the moment would undoubtedly pass in a short time relative to their extended existence. Anders, less calm and collected than his wife, barked, “Anyone with eyes can see that something’s going on. We’ve never had multiple attacks on our interests like this, and they seem to be escalating. Robbery, then a poisoning, and a kidnapping.” He shook his head in disgust. “If we don’t do something visible in response, Magic City will become a laughingstock at best, a ghost town because of fear at worst.”

      Her father said, “We’re looking into increasing the security presence at Spirits. The challenge is in finding trustworthy personnel.”

      Grentham smoothly responded, “I know a company with a good reputation.” The rest laughed since they were all aware of the dwarf’s ownership stake in a security company.

      Her father offered a thin smile in response. “Of course you do, Grentham. I don’t doubt you’ll be contacted by us to submit a proposal, and likely by several others in this room.”

      Andrielle suggested, “Perhaps we should pool our resources to create a stronger negotiating position for us all. If we all hired the same company, we would be better able to keep an eye on their activities. To share information if anything seems strange.”

      Bartrak, the representative of the hulking Kilomea, shook his head. His voice was a deep rumble. “It would stretch resources too thin, and we would be in competition for the best. Perhaps we should start our own shared security company instead.”

      Ruby, who had returned to her chair, was entertained by the interplay of expressions on the Council members’ faces. She figured about a third of them were interested, another third dubious, and the remainder thoroughly against the notion. That group naturally included Grentham, who countered, “If you’re looking for a reliable company, you need look no further. We have the resources to improve the situation today and the ability to scale up quickly thanks to our contacts in both the magical and non-magical communities.” Her father had told her the dwarf was particularly fond of making that point, that his was the only one with owners from both planets.

      Lord Maldren waited, but no one filled the silence for almost a half-minute. “All right then. Put that on the back burner. It seems to me that the will of this group is that each casino should undertake to preserve its security.” Nods came from around the table, some more reluctant than others. Clearly, despite their shared goal of keeping the city prosperous and safe, the various casino owners didn’t extend a great deal of trust to one another. Why would they? I’d find it hard to trust any of them, based on the little I know. I think that’s not a situation that improves with increased knowledge.

      The leader continued, “Our other item of discussion is the proposal from Gabriel Sloane to purchase or lease land on the end of the Strip and build Ely’s first human-owned casino.” An uproar sounded from the other members, each of them impatient to get their views out and as a result talking over one another. He raised a hand. “I know we’ve discussed this before, and I’m aware you all are very much against it. Understandably so. However, a new factor has come into play. The human is threatening to invoke the local government, to suggest we are exclusionary.”

      Grentham laughed darkly. “I don’t see a dwarven casino on the Vegas Strip just yet, and not for lack of trying.” Heads bobbed around the table, and Challen, who had remained mostly quiet, added, “Nor a gnome casino in Reno.”

      While they were unable to unify on the question of security, they were very much of one mind against the idea of a human gaming company gaining a foothold in Magic City. The meeting broke up, and Ruby headed for her father’s side, only to be intercepted by the glowering dwarf. He said, “Listen, missy. If you hear any more about who was behind the kidnapping, let me know. It’s to my company’s benefit to get rid of anyone who’s making us all look bad. And that’s good for everyone.”

      She nodded, thankful she’d been in disguise when she’d gone to rescue the Atlantean scion, and suddenly also grateful for the perception that she couldn’t have been involved since as a human she couldn’t do magic. Her hand lifted involuntarily toward the pendant that helped her maintain her illusion of humanity, and she turned it into an offer of a handshake. “Sure will. Count on me. My father has only positive things to say about your company.” That was laying it on a little thick, but he seemed mollified when he shook her hand.

      “Very good.” He turned and stalked away, and she watched his retreating form, thinking hard. What’s your game, pal? I can’t quite see it yet, but I guarantee you, it’s not going to work out.
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      With neither an invitation nor a desire to join Ruby at the Council meeting—as if her carrying a cat wouldn’t be notably strange in any case—Idryll had requested a portal to the surface before her partner had left. Now she crouched atop a two-story building, scanning the area with her senses. So far she’d become somewhat familiar with the Strip but not nearly as knowledgeable about the buildings that bordered it on the south side. To the north were mountains, and while residences and such held position on that side of the Strip, in her view it was much less likely she would wind up finding trouble there than on this side of Ely’s tourist destination.

      She was in her tiger-woman form, that being the easiest one to navigate with. Since no one had ever seen her and Ruby together, it posed no risk of discovery. Her partner walked a fine line, choosing to become her city’s defender while still maintaining relationships with people she cared for. One slip would put those loved ones in danger. Masks would help, as would Ruby’s continuing disguise as human.

      She laid on the rooftop and used her magic to create a shell that matched the surface's temperature. Moments later, the security drone she’d heard coming whipped overhead, hopefully failing to notice her. The city relied heavily on technology with cameras and surveillance drones aplenty. She hadn’t known what the drones were until Ruby had pointed them out, and had since spent time watching television when she was alone in the bedroom of the aboveground house to learn about the things she might not recognize in her new surroundings.

      Idryll had seen stories about the police in their mechanical outfits, with their super-powered weapons for countering magical opponents. She also knew Ely had none of those specialists. Magic City wasn’t big enough to justify such a team. It was barely big enough to have a police force, even with big money in the casinos. She wondered if the Council had played a role in minimizing human authority in the city. If she were part of that group, she would feel motivated to do so.

      She leapt from her building to the next, landing cleanly in a roll as she moved farther along the street, progressing far slower than she was capable of to get a sense of her new environment. All her forms shared heightened senses, and all of them had magical strength, speed, and stamina. While she doubtless appeared less threatening in this form than as a tiger, the truth was she could do equal amounts of damage with each. She flexed her hands, and the tiger’s claws extended from her palms, positioned directly under her fingers and lengthening inches beyond them. She used them to safely climb down the side of the structure, descending to street level. Her eyes could see almost perfectly in the darkness between pools of streetlight glow, and her ears were open for any hint of trouble. She was still sorting out the city's smells, determining what was normal and what was not. That was a work in progress and probably would be for some time as she attuned herself to this particular jungle. That was one of the reasons she’d decided on this midnight stroll.

      She felt drawn toward something farther down the block, her instinct for danger twitching a warning. The street she walked was deserted, or else she would’ve stayed on the rooftops. The sight of her would doubtless spark fear in many of the humans she might encounter on her travels, and she had no desire to do that.

      She stuck her head around the corner of a building to peer down another lane. A dim glow spilled out from a doorway, and hushed voices were barely audible. The words they used though, talking of figuring out what was most valuable and exhorting each other to hurry, suggested they were up to no good. She walked slowly toward it, keeping her senses open. The building had a sign on the front that said, “Pawn.” She’d seen a television show about those stores that bought and sold a variety of strange goods.

      Her nose detected the scent of blood, and her eyes narrowed. Theft was one thing. Her concerns about property were minimal at best unless it was things valued by people she cared about. Hurting others was a different story. She stayed in the shadows across the street but maneuvered until she could peer through the entrance. The broken front door hung from a hinge, which was what permitted the light to escape. A body lay crumpled on the floor a couple of feet inside, likely the source of the smell. Four figures moved within; the number confirmed both by the dim lights they carried and the individual voices. Three were visible, but a shelving unit hid the fourth.

      She considered how to handle it. Killing them was out of the question since they hadn’t killed the person bleeding on the floor, judging by the sound of the figure’s sturdy heartbeat and occasional moans. Nor could she imprison them anywhere, even if she had a reason to do so. So I’ll have to involve the human authorities. Idryll looked up and down the road, and two doors away saw a store with a window behind a metal gate. She darted across the street, extended her claws and sliced through the barrier, then stabbed them into the glass to break it. She was sure that, like the security company, this business would have an alarm to summon the police. However, she wasn’t about to let them have the fun of taking down the criminals in the other building.

      Idryll was through the door before the robbers knew she was there. The first shouted in surprise as she neared him but had no chance to defend himself against her attack. She kept her claws sheathed and delivered fast punches to his stomach, chest, and face. The light dropped from his hand and clattered on the floor as he stumbled backward, and she spun into a reverse hook kick, her heel colliding with his head an inch above his ear and sending him tumbling to the floor.

      She’d kept her attacks mundane, not using her magic speed or power for fear of hurting her opponents more than she intended. It was a difficult thing to judge, figuring out how much of her potential strength to use. She sensed Ruby would not be happy leaving a trail of bodies behind them. While Idryll was more or less indifferent to the continued existence of those who would hurt innocents, there was something to be said for giving those who erred a chance to mend their ways and pay their debts to the ones they’d injured. Metal glinted in the beam of light as the nearest enemy pulled a knife from somewhere. It was as long as his forearm, with a serrated edge and a sharp point. Idryll retreated toward the door as she heard one of the others moving in that direction and laughed. “Oh no, you won’t get away that easily.”

      The fourth one, still hidden from view behind the shelf, called, “What’s going on?”

      The foe who’d been trying to escape had stopped, and he replied, “Some kind of lion creature thing. Damned magicals. Seems to think she can beat all of us.”

      The man with the knife didn’t join in the conversation. Instead, he rushed ahead and stabbed at her with the weapon. She whipped her arm down in a block, striking his hand above the wrist and deflecting the arm off to her left. However, her opponent was cagey and had tossed the knife to his other hand an instant before her strike, releasing his flashlight to catch it. The blade snapped out in a fast slash, and only her quick dodge, throwing her hips off to the side away from it, kept her from serious damage. The weapon scored a shallow furrow in her flesh.

      With a snarl, she lifted her leg and pistoned it out with another shift of her core, catching the man in the sternum with a sidekick that hurled him into a nearby wall of shelves. He landed on the floor, and the items for sale crashed down on top of him, along with their supporting wooden surfaces. Two down. The fourth man had emerged with a pistol in his hand. He fired, and she dove forward to her right, putting a set of shelves between them and offering the third man a clear path to the door. She leapt into the air over the barrier, using her magic to jump farther and faster than any human could, and although the man tried to track her movement with the gun, he wasn’t fast enough and his shots went awry.

      She somersaulted in midair and crashed into her enemy with both feet extended, knocking him back against a wall. He was smart and coiled up so his head didn’t get smashed and immediately brought up his weapon for a counterattack. She bent over backward into a backflip, then let herself fall to the floor in a roll, avoiding his bullets. He cursed and quit shooting as his partner came in line with the gun as it followed her. The third man tried to punch her as she rose, but she blocked it and spun him around, positioning him directly between her and the fourth, then jumped and delivered a two-footed kick to his chest that propelled him back into his partner. This time the man with the gun didn’t protect his head, and it cracked off the back wall. He fell, and the pistol clattered to the floor.

      Before the third man could reach it, she stepped up and grabbed him, channeling magical strength into her left side and arm to lift him and slam him back against the wall. She extended her claws slowly to ensure he could see them glistening in the dim light. “Do not think you can act with impunity in my town. Hurt my people, and you will get hurt yourself, in double measure.” She pulled back her claws before punching him, then ran for the street, scaling the building opposite and perching on the roof as the police arrived in their loud cars with the flashing lights.

      She listened to their conversations as they took charge of the situation and heard two things of interest. The first was a confirmation that the shop owner, or whoever it was, was alive and likely to recover. The second came from one of the criminals who’d regained consciousness babbling about how when they got there, the door was wide open and the worker was already down, that it wasn’t planned, but rather a crime of opportunity. Idryll frowned, wondering why the door would’ve been open at night, and thought the situation might be part of something bigger and more interesting. She headed across the rooftops toward the Strip, seeking one of the many hidden ways into the kemana. Ruby will want to know about this.
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      The next morning, after Idryll shared what she’d seen at the pawnshop the night before, Ruby had to see it for herself. She hurried through showering and dressing, then headed for the surface. This time, the tiger woman came along, hidden behind an illusion until she could take to the rooftops. Her partner claimed she could avoid the cameras and the drones up there without a problem, and Ruby wasn’t about to start doubting the shapeshifter’s skills. She’ll probably smash them if they get in her way, being the subtle creature that she is.

      She strode with a purpose toward the break-in’s location. Police tape cordoned off the street on both ends, and uniformed officers rerouted traffic to compensate. Three cars were pulled up outside the pawnshop with their lights off. Ruby spotted the sheriff’s hat first, then the rest of her, and walked up to shake Alejo’s hand. She’d pulled her dark hair back in its customary braid, but her dark eyes looked tired. “Long time no see, Sheriff.”

      The other woman chuckled. “You’re like a bad penny, Ruby. You keep turning up.”

      She shrugged. “Just lucky that way, I guess.” She took a step closer and lowered her voice. “I hoped you’d be here. I wanted to tell you that rumor on the street says one of the security companies in town may have been involved in the kidnapping attempt against the Chentashe family.”

      The Sheriff’s face went blankly professional. “Source?”

      Ruby gestured toward the air. “You know how information flows, drifts, lands for a while, and moves on. This is one of those situations.”

      “Not much to go on.”

      Ruby met that flat gaze with a small smile. It was the standard police game, fishing for knowledge without giving any back. “More than you had, I’m guessing.” She turned deliberately to face the wreckage of the shop’s front door. “Kilomea?”

      The taller woman barked a laugh. “No, plain old thermal cord. Burned through around the lock. Not sure why they went after the top hinge, too. Maybe they thought that would be better, then realized the lock would be easier. Criminals.” She said it like they were the stupidest branch of humanity.

      “What’s inside?”

      “There was a fight. Some people got hurt. No one died.”

      Thank goodness for that. “That’s a plus, anyway. Anything stolen?”

      The sheriff groaned. “Place like this, I’m not even sure how we’d know. It’s not exactly pristine inside these types of businesses on the best of days, and keeping a record of inventory is more an afterthought than an actual business practice.”

      Ruby nodded. She was aware of the financial games played in the pawnshops, where they acknowledged maybe one out of five transactions. It was one of the darker features of living in a gambling town, and the Council kept a very close watch on the most nefarious of those looking to use others’ misfortune to their benefit. “Well, that’s kind of boring.”

      The sheriff nodded. “Yep, another normal day in Magic City.”

      Ruby turned to her with a laugh. “Okay, can we drop the nonsense now? Clearly there’s more to it or A) you wouldn’t be here, and B) the street wouldn’t be blocked off. Unless everything I’ve ever seen on cop shows has been a lie, there should be more activity here for collecting evidence or processing the scene or whatever.” She pointed a playful finger at the other woman. “You’re waiting for something.”

      Alejo shook her head sadly. “Heaven save us from the inaccuracies of cop shows on TV. Ever since CSI came on the air, everyone thinks they’re an expert.” Their attention was caught by movement at the far end of the street where a black SUV had pulled up. The police officer blocking the way approached the driver’s window, then waved the vehicle on. “Then again, you’re not wrong. I have to say, I’ve never seen a case go federal as fast as this one.”

      Ruby frowned. “Federal? Really? PDA?”

      The sheriff shook her head. “Different group. Not sure of their name, just got the word they’d be coming down and we were to hold the crime scene for them.” She chuckled. “I hope it’s Dralen Caruso. He’s the cutest investigator ever.”

      Ruby figured the rumors she’d shared about the security company had inspired the other woman to share the information she had so far and expected the sheriff to dismiss her. If Alejo had planned to do so, perhaps she forgot in the shock of seeing a woman exit the driver side and open the back door of the SUV, followed by a three-foot troll jumping out of the vehicle, turning a perfect somersault in midair, and landing next to her. The woman shook her head, sending collar-length dark hair swishing, then slammed the door and turned in their direction. A smile graced a strong-boned face, and black tactical pants, matching boots, and a red blouse under a weathered leather jacket that was heading from pure black to a less decisive shade wrapped her body.

      The newcomer walked with confidence, clearly an authority figure who expected cooperation. When she and her companion arrived, she stuck out a hand to the sheriff. “You must be Valentina Alejo. You look exactly like your description. I’m Diana Sheen.”

      Alejo nodded. “You’re pretty much what they told me to expect, although no one mentioned you’d be bringing a friend.”

      Three sets of eyes turned to look at the troll, who laughed happily. “I’m Rath. Pleased to meet you.”

      Diana smiled down at him. “We’ve spent too much time on the base lately. When the opportunity for a road trip came along, I couldn’t pass it up. Plus, we took a helicopter from Vegas, and he loves helicopters.”

      Rath clapped his hands gleefully. His spiky purple hair made her happy to look at, and the wide grin never seemed to leave his face.

      The sheriff asked, “What’s your interest in the case?”

      Diana held up a hand and tapped her ear with the other one. “Yes, we’re here. No, we haven’t gotten inside yet. Dammit, Glam, chill out.” She paused and shook her head. “I don’t care if there’s a Fortnite tournament today. I’m the boss, remember? You work with my schedule, not the other way around.” She tapped her ear again and shifted her attention back to them. “My team is demanding but amazing, so you have to let them get away with the attitude sometimes. To answer your question, the woman I just talked to is our head tech, and her computers pinged this event as having a potential connection to one of our investigations. So, here I am.”

      Ruby decided to be bold and stepped forward while sticking out a hand. “I’m Ruby Achera.”

      Diana shook it with a nod. “You were in my briefing materials, although I can’t remember exactly where. Something about a casino explosion, maybe?”

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah, that’s me, right time in the wrong place.”

      Rath said, clearly imitating a tough guy, “You’re the wrong guy in the wrong place at the wrong time, McClane.”

      All three women laughed, as did the troll, and Diana commented, “The more you get to know Rath the more you’ll discover that he loves movies. Especially action movies. I swear, at first, he only spoke in quotes.”

      Ruby replied, “He’s not wrong, though. I didn’t expect my homecoming to involve a casino blowing up around me. Particularly the one owned by my family’s biggest competitors.”

      Diana cocked her head to the side. “You’re related to casino owners?”

      “The Acheras own Spirits casino. They, uh, adopted me a ways back. We live in Kemana MountHaven, although I also have a place with some friends up here on the surface.”

      The agent nodded. “Perfect. I may need to ask you something about the kemana later since we have a task to complete down there, too. For now, let’s take a look at the crime scene, with your permission, Sheriff.”

      Alejo gestured at the pawnshop. “It’s all yours, Agent Sheen.”

      The other woman smiled. “Diana. Trust me; I’m not even slightly interested in taking control of your case. I’m only giving the scene a once-over to see if it can shed any light on my stuff. I have plenty on my plate already, believe me.”

      She turned toward the building and reached under the back of her jacket, pulling a device that resembled a doubly thick cell phone from underneath. She tapped her earpiece with the other hand. “Okay, Glam, I’m ready to go. Do you have a connection with the scanner?”

      Ruby moved up behind the woman, right next to the troll. Until someone told her to leave, she would get as much information as she could. She looked down. “So, you’re an agent too?”

      He nodded. “Sometimes. Sometimes I patrol on my own or with Max.”

      “Max?”

      He laughed, seemingly joyful about pretty much everything. “Best dog ever. Best partner ever.”

      Ruby’s brain tried to put together the image of the troll and the dog wandering the streets of Magic City looking for wrongdoing, but she couldn’t quite bring the picture into focus. She was distracted when the agent started speaking again. “Okay, I’ll walk forward slowly. Tell me what you want me to do.” A period of silence ensued as Diana moved into the building. She took a single step at a time and waved the device in her hand in each direction before moving on. When she got to the rear of the room, she turned back with a frown. “You’re sure? There’s nothing to see?” She paused for a minute and replied, “Hang on.” She looked around and spotted the sheriff. “Where’s the circuit panel for this place, do you know?”

      Alejo pointed at an inset rectangle painted the same color as the wall, hidden in a shaded corner. Diana waved the device at it and scowled. “I’m not an electrician, Glam. I don’t know.” She sighed and put the tool on her belt with a small head shake and muttered something under her breath. Raising her voice, she announced, “Better stand back. This could get a little sparky.” She lifted a hand and flicked her fingers at the box, and lightning shot from her fingertips, causing the sparks she’d predicted.

      Multiple lights blew out, and a snapping sound came from a portion of the floor. “Aha,” the agent said with a grin. “Reveal your secrets.” She knelt and felt around, eventually getting her nails under a small panel and pulling it open. She did something inside it, and another click came from the corner of the room. Ruby followed her over to the hatch, which revealed a set of steps descending into darkness. Diana stood and brushed her hands off on her trousers. She tapped her ear again. “Okay, we have a staircase. Let’s see where it goes.” She pulled the sensor back out and pointed down the stairs. “Rath, you’re standing guard. No one comes down until I give the all-clear.”

      The troll replied, “Got it,” and turned to face them with a theatrical scowl and crossed arms as his boss started down the stairs.
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      After a moment, Diana called up, “Clear.” The troll bustled down the stairs. Ruby followed on the sheriff’s heels, hoping the two women didn’t kick her out. When they got into the basement, they discovered a much cleaner and more organized space than above, well lit, with a counter that ran around three walls at stomach height. Displayed there were a variety of magical items including mannequin heads with necklaces dangling from them, small racks with knives, and other arcane bric-à-brac.

      Sheen seemed most interested in a trio of spots that stood empty and waved the scanner over them. Presumably replying to the voice in her ear, she said, “Yeah, that’s what I thought. Definitely traces of magic here. That spot there might have even contained a Rhazdon artifact, based on the readings. I doubt it, in a place like this, but anything’s possible.” She paused, listening, then nodded. “I agree there’s not much more we can accomplish here. I’ll get a good scan of it across all modes before we go, so you can take your time sorting through the data.”

      Diana set the scanner in the center of the room and gestured for them to stand back. It emitted lights and sounds and generally appeared to be doing things, then felt silent. She retrieved the unit, returned it to her belt, and turned with a grin. “So, since your family lives in the kemana, I’m guessing you can tell me how to get there.”

      Ruby nodded. “I can do better than that. I’ll escort you.”

      “Much obliged. You folks here in Magic City are far nicer than those in Vegas or Reno.”

      Alejo chuckled. “You’re just getting to know us. Stick around for a while and see if you still feel that way.” The comment drew a laugh from the agent and the troll.

      They ascended the stairs and exited the crime scene, then said their goodbyes to the sheriff, who looked equal parts bemused and resigned about not knowing what was going on. Ruby felt more or less the same way but hoped that the good deed of helping the agent and her sidekick get into the underground city might loosen up more information. They climbed into the car, and she was amused to see that the troll had a booster in the rear seat. He was simultaneously childlike but not; she was aware that trolls could become enormously strong and large creatures at will, although she’d never seen one do it. Somehow she couldn’t picture Rath that way, though. Imagining him doing it beside a dog was downright impossible. Maybe Max is a mastiff.

      They drove the short distance to Spirits, not because it was the closest access point, but because she wanted to show off her family’s business. Something about the other woman made Ruby wish to impress her. Maybe it’s her no-nonsense demeanor or the obvious confidence and competence she projects. Or perhaps it plays into the dream we all have to become a fancy secret agent. She laughed at herself and filled the drive with small talk.

      They handed the car off to the valet and headed up to the management floor. Ruby offered to introduce them around, but Diana declined, explaining, “We’re on a pretty tight schedule. I want to be sure to reserve the time we have to meet with our contact below.”

      So, she took them to the shaft. The sudden surprise realization that she’d have to descend the staircase, which was going to be long and annoying, caused her to fumble her words a little. “You jump down and use force magic to cushion your fall. Indicators on the walls let you know when you’re getting close. I’ll take the stairs, naturally.”

      Diana asked, “Is this a secure room?”

      The question elicited a confused frown. “Secure enough. No cameras are watching or anything if that’s what you mean.”

      The agent perched on the railing that protected the room’s occupants from stumbling into the shaft unexpectedly and said, “I can tell you’re using an illusion.”

      Ruby blinked. “What?”

      Diana lifted her left hand and pulled back her sleeve to show a silver bracelet. “This is an illusion detector, a useful tool. I wasn’t sure it was you at the crime scene since a lot of people were around, but as soon as we got in the car, it was obvious.”

      Curiosity overcame the initial shock of being discovered. “That’s a very specific device. I haven’t heard of those before, and I study magic and technology interfaces.”

      The other woman shrugged. “I work for a clandestine agency. Not much of what we do hits the papers.”

      “Maybe I could get a schematic?”

      Diana laughed. “I’ll hook you up with Glam. I’m sure the two of you will have all sorts of things to talk about. I guess the important question is whether your illusion is a tool or if you have magic instead. Or I guess it could be both.”

      Ruby decided to trust the agent. Might as well, since she’s already figured most of it out, anyway. “I’m a Mist Elf. My parents insist on the disguise for safety reasons they choose not to explain.” She trusted the other woman enough to share that, but not enough to get into the details.

      Diana clapped her hands. “Excellent. Rath, climb on.” With a jump up to the railing and another to her shoulders, the troll positioned himself on her back. It was clear the duo had done that before. The agent grinned. “See you at the bottom.” Then they jumped.
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      Once they’d sorted out their respective landings, Ruby escorted the pair down the tiers into the bowl of the cavern that held the shops, restaurants, and other commercial enterprises. She asked, “Okay, who are we looking for?”

      Diana replied, “Shentia. She’s a Drow.”

      Ruby frowned, reaching back into her memory. “That sounds familiar. If I remember right, she’s over to our left, most of the way across the bottom.” The name rang a bell as someone who did business in rare magical items. Makes sense, I guess, given why they’re here. “I think she’s only in town sometimes. Like, maybe she has shops in multiple locations?”

      Diana nodded. “That would fit.”

      “Is she part of your case?”

      The other woman lifted a hand and waggled it from side to side. “She might have some useful information, but the real reason I need to visit is that a friend of mine asked me to. When this particular friend asks you to do a thing, you just do it because complaining would be both useless and exhausting.”

      Ruby laughed. “I have one of those. She’s my mentor Keshalla, on Oriceran.”

      Diana broke into a matching grin. “It’s about the same here. She’s a teacher, a trainer, and probably my biggest critic.”

      “Sounds exactly the same.”

      Diana shrugged. “Then you know how it is.”

      A younger voice piped up from behind them, “You know how what is?” They stopped and turned, discovering Morrigan standing there. Rath said, “Woo, sneaky.”

      Her sister laughed. “Mist Elves are good at veils and illusions. You all were pretty distracted, anyway.”

      Ruby asked, “How did you know we were here?”

      “I saw you head into the shaft room. I was upstairs in security.”

      “Ah.” She looked at her companions. “Agent Diana Sheen, Agent Rath, this is my sister, Morrigan Achera.”

      Diana smiled. “Pleased to meet you. Be careful sneaking up on us in the future, though. Rath can be pretty dangerous.”

      The troll made a fierce face and growled, inspiring a round of laughter. Morrigan asked, “Did I hear you say Shentia?” Ruby nodded. “I think you’re going to where her shop used to be. She moved recently, a little bigger place ahead and to the right.”

      Ruby replied, “Hey, you made yourself useful. I bet it’s been a while since that’s happened.”

      Her sister stuck her tongue out at her, and Ruby returned the favor as they got moving again. Along the way, Ruby pointed out interesting things she knew about the shops and stores, and Morrigan did the same. Rath asked many questions and wound up deep in conversation with her sister while Ruby sped up to walk beside the agent. Diana said, “Is there a particular reason you were at the crime scene?”

      She shrugged. “I had a piece of information I wanted to give to Sheriff Alejo, and I figured she’d be there.”

      “Seems as if a phone call would’ve been sufficient.”

      Ruby laughed, a little embarrassed. “I like to know what goes on in town. It’s important. For my family’s business, I mean.”

      Diana shook her head. “I see more than that in your attitude. The business angle is probably a part of it, but not all of it. I won’t pry, though. For now.”

      Thankfully, the conversation ended as they arrived at the door to the Drow’s shop. Diana led the way inside, introduced everyone, and exchanged some quiet words with the proprietor. She seemed older, not elderly but definitely in the second half of her years. Nonetheless, her eyes sparkled with interest and intelligence. Once they finished talking, the Drow waved at them all. “You are welcome in my shop. Please, follow me to the back.” What looked like decorative objects filled the front room, most of them magical in some way: glowing, moving, or emitting sound or scent. Ruby would’ve enjoyed getting a closer peek at all of them.

      The back room turned out to hold far more interesting items. What they lacked in quantity, they more than made up for with their impressive quality. Each item looked as if it was older than she was and would likely still look that way long after she was dust. Their host walked over to a pair of bracelets, thick silver bands of an unidentifiable metal etched with symbols. She opened the cabinet and pulled out two fabric pieces, wrapping each of the objects carefully before handing them both to Diana. “These are what Nylotte needs. Plus, she hasn’t made it out here in person yet, so she probably wanted you to have a direct connection so you can portal in whenever she wants you to.”

      Diana laughed. “I’m sure that’s part of it, at least. The day that Nylotte is working only a single angle will never come.”

      The Drow nodded. “She’s canny, that one.”

      “And then some.” She lifted the bundle. “Thanks for this.”

      The other woman waved a hand. “Think nothing of it.” She escorted them back out and said, “Ruby, I noticed you examining my inventory. Please feel free to return and take a look at any time. Several of them would make nice additions to the Achera residence, I’m sure.”

      She nodded. “I definitely will.”

      Diana said a quiet word to Rath once they were outside, and the troll grabbed her sister by the hand and dragged her off to show her something across the street. The agent shook her head. “He’s great, but he’s not exactly subtle. Look, it’s clear you have more than a passing interest in what’s going on in your city. If that gets you into trouble, or if you need anything to make life easier, I can probably help.”

      The agent dipped a hand into her back pocket and came out with a slightly rumpled business card. “This is my number. You can call me anytime. If I’m not immediately available, it’ll connect you with someone in my organization, and they’ll know to help you out. Also, a warning. You should pay cash for anything you take from Shentia. If you owe a favor to one of Nylotte’s friends, well, you’ll probably wind up running errands for them.” She lifted the packet and laughed but locked a serious gaze on Ruby’s eyes. “Although sometimes the strangest assignments provide the most interesting and unexpected results.”

      Ruby nodded. “It was great to meet you and Rath. I hope we get to see each other again.”

      “Maybe I’ll come for vacation sometime.”

      “We can give you the deluxe package at Spirits, on the house.”

      Diana laughed. “Well, now I’m definitely coming. Although someone will need to entertain Rath.”

      “That’s what little sisters are for.”

      “Perfect.”

      The agent opened a portal and strode through with her sidekick, who added a jump to his transit. All Ruby was able to see through the opening was a hallway that didn’t reveal nearly as much as she would’ve liked to know about where the duo headed. Her sister stepped up next to her as the rift closed and observed, “Interesting people.”

      Ruby nodded. “Very.”

      Morrigan smacked her on the arm. “So, what does she mean when she says you’re keeping an eye on what’s happening in the city?”

      “Nothing. Even if I were, it would be none of your business, nosy pants.” Just what I need, my sister thinking that something suspicious is going on. I’ll never hear the end of it.
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      Ruby had made it back to the house she shared with her roommates in plenty of time for dinner and had announced they should all eat as a group for a change. She dragged in a couple of the others to help her cook, and in short order, a good family-style pasta meal was ready to go. They sat in the mismatched chairs around the dining room table and passed the serving dishes from hand to hand. She sensed everyone else was equally pleased with the chance to sit and have a normal meal together. Idryll prowled the floor, getting pats from everyone, bumping into them one after the next. If anyone failed to attend to her quickly enough, they got a leg full of claws. Her roomies found it quite amusing, to judge by their laughter.

      Ruby asked, “How are things at the Ebon Dragon after the attack, have you heard?”

      Around a mouthful of pasta, Demetrius looked at their resident witch. “You answer. Can’t talk. Eating.”

      Daphne laughed and threw a napkin at him. “Everything seems more or less back to normal. There’s more security around, but I’m not sure how useful that is. I suppose they might have more people on the outside of the place too, but if they do, I haven’t noticed them.”

      Liam observed, “Invisible security is probably the best kind of security when you think about it.”

      Daphne shrugged. “Could be. Anyway, at least those scumbags didn’t try to kidnap any of us. Although poisoning, even non-fatal, wouldn’t have been a real thrill either.”

      General assent met that statement. Shiannor said, “They’re good people, the owners of the Kraken. I’ve spoken with them at parties on several occasions. They’re not like what you’d think Atlanteans are normally like; they’re cool, talkative, and pretty laid-back.”

      Ruby asked, “That’s not how Atlanteans generally are?”

      The elf laughed. “Okay, my bad, I was stereotyping. Although it’s fair to say the other Atlanteans I’ve met in my life were a little less personable than the Chentashes.”

      Demetrius added, “I’ve worked with Atlanteans on various gigs. I think they’re like anyone, some good, some bad, some smart, some dumb. And some really cute.” The comment earned playful scowls from the females in the room.

      Liam said, “I was hanging out at the Grinding Axes. The crime spree we’re having is all the talk there. Someone was taking bets for which casino would get hit next.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes, but it wasn’t a surprise that in a town like Magic City, people would lay odds on just about anything. “Does it seem to you all that things are getting worse?”

      Daphne shook her head, and her expression was both supportive and nonjudgmental. “It might be you have kind of a unique view of life here since you’re part of a casino owners’ family and all, and you’ve been out of town for a while. Things in Ely have always been rough. There’s regular crime, though it’s mainly low level. We hear about it all the time. Loners usually, plus some that have banded together to cause trouble.”

      Ruby frowned. “Gangs? Here?”

      Demetrius shook his head. “Teams, maybe, or syndicates, even. Not looking for territory or anything. Not like on The Wire.” He laughed. “They’re out to make money and have discovered it’s easier to do when you work with others with the same sense of, or lack of, respect for the law.”

      Ruby shook her head, half-surprised at the knowledge and half-stunned that she’d never seen it. “What kinds of teams, or groups, or whatever?”

      Shiannor replied, “All kinds, really, from what I hear. People at the clubs are always talking about them. You have your petty crime organizations, the ones who do simple breaking and entering, that sort of thing. You got a bunch that exist mainly to prey on the tourists’ vices, just like in any party town. There are surely some doing more extravagant things for much higher stakes, although those are more hinted at than obviously visible, at least among the folks I talk to. We’ve all seen Ocean’s Eleven. There have to be some people running con games in the city, right?”

      Liam chuckled. “I get to be Bartrak Pitt. I like the way he’s always eating.” He reached out and filled his plate a second time, to the others’ laughter.

      Ruby replied, “I had no idea. Seriously. I wonder if the Council knows.”

      Demetrius returned, “I think so. There’s enough intervention from the authorities to keep a lid on things, more or less. Obviously, since you haven’t noticed, they’ve done a pretty good job of it. Sometimes it’s Alejo, and sometimes it’s the local police department, sometimes it’s even the Paranormal Defense Agency.”

      Shiannor interjected, “Speaking of which, there are at least some of those guys in town right now. You can tell them by looking at them. They were out at the club last night. I can’t remember which one. I went to a bunch, and they kind of blur together. They walk around like predators, unaware that here, they’re prey animals at best.”

      Daphne laughed. “What are you, part Kilomea?”

      The conversation shifted to less weighty matters, and all in all, it turned out to be a pleasant evening despite the eye-opening look at Ely’s underbelly. When it was over, Ruby took Daphne aside and asked quietly, “If I were looking for one, where would I find one of those gangs? I think my parents need to know more about this.”

      The witch gave her a stare that Ruby read as doubtful but replied, “I hear Bloody Blades is a hangout for some of the less rules-bound people in town. If it were me, I’d probably start there.”
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      Ruby had spent another hour with her friends before claiming she needed to sleep, illustrating it with an all-too-real yawn. As soon as she locked the door to her room, she raided her dresser for the darkest outfit she could find—black cargo pants, boots, t-shirt, and leather jacket, then modified her illusion to give her bright red hair and a different bone structure in her face. A quick check of her phone gave her the bar’s location, and she dropped the device in a drawer. She was technologically savvy enough to know her movements could be tracked through it and didn’t want people knowing her destination. It was unlikely anyone with malevolent intent would be watching, but it was always better to be safe than sorry on such things. She opened a portal to one of the secluded spots she knew near the Strip and led Idryll in her tiger-woman form through it.

      Bloody Blades was several blocks away, so she and Idryll took to the high ground. Off the Strip, most buildings stopped at three stories or so, unless they were hotels. They easily avoided the few of those that weren’t on the Strip. She laughed inwardly. I thought I knew a lot about Magic City, but I didn’t know about the criminal activity, and I certainly didn’t know nearly as much about rooftops as I do now. All sorts of crazy things up here. She wove through various pieces of mysterious equipment, stepped over spots that looked waterlogged or otherwise dangerous, and winced at the noise of occasional gravel scattering under her feet. Very different than the top of Spirits’ hotel, that’s for sure.

      It was almost midnight, so the ambient activity was less than it would have been earlier in the evening, but as in Vegas and Reno, the party in Ely never really ended. Something was always going on. Apparently, some of them are nefarious things as well.

      They stopped moving when they arrived across a two-lane street from the bar. Ruby pulled the listening device she’d used at the security company out of her pocket and aimed it at the building’s exterior. She had no idea who they were looking for, but the interplay of magic and technology in the device would allow her to isolate individual conversations until she found an interesting one. If we don’t get it tonight, I guess we’ll be back tomorrow. It took a solid twenty minutes of listening, of groaning inwardly at players on the prowl and macho men boasting over their conquests, as well as female versions of the same, before she discovered something of interest. The voices were low and rumbly, and two were involved in the conversation. She put her head close to the speaker and motioned for Idryll to do the same.

      Voice one said, “It’s almost time for the meet.”

      The other grunted. “Do you think they’ll give us any trouble?”

      Ruby couldn’t make out much from the voices, only that they were both probably male and that they spoke in a way that suggested secrecy, although with all the noise going on around them, she wasn’t sure why they bothered. The first spoke again. “Shouldn’t be a problem. We’ve got what they want, they’ve got what we want, easy-peasy.”

      The second asked, “Has the boss worked with these folks before?”

      The first one laughed. “He doesn’t exactly take me into his confidence or anything. I assume they have good references, at least. If they didn’t, I’d hope he would send someone more expendable.”

      The other let out a loud snort. “True that. Let’s get a move on.”

      Idryll was moving for the side of the roof before the thought crossed Ruby’s mind. Her partner’s prowess impressed her almost to the point of jealousy, as always. Crouching next to her, she stuck her head over the edge and muttered, “I need a periscope or a drone or something.”

      The tiger-woman observed, “The list of things you need is not exactly short.” She phrased the true statement as a playful insult.

      “I know one thing I certainly don’t need, that’s for sure. A cat with an attitude.”

      Her partner laughed, then gave a small hiss as the bar’s door opened. Two men exited, and she put the voices to faces as the first said, “Car?”

      The other replied, “Nah. It’s only a few blocks. Let’s walk.”

      She packed away the device and nodded at Idryll. They stayed more or less to the center of the rooftops paralleling the pair, Ruby relying on her partner’s innate stealth to keep them on track. Some kind of locator. That would be handy, too. Plus more weapons. Trying to face the idea that she might get involved in more scrapes like she had in the past week or so was still difficult to wrap her brain around.

      The dwarves ended their walk at a club Ruby had heard about but hadn’t yet had the chance to visit. It was called Unicorn, and Shiannor had told her it was one of the prime meeting spaces for magicals at the moment. It lay far enough off the Strip that most tourists would have no idea it existed, and she’d gotten the sense from the elf that humans wouldn’t be welcome anyway. They found an alley to drop into, Idryll easily climbing down the wall and Ruby jumping and using force magic to land softly. She muttered, “I’m not really dressed for clubbing.”

      The tiger-woman laughed. “That’s what illusion is for.”

      “Yeah, but we don’t want to be obvious about it, or someone might wonder what we’re up to.”

      Despite that concern, she cast an illusion over them both, putting herself in a slightly nicer-looking version of what she already wore and giving Idryll a long dress, high boots, and no visible fur. Additional touches at the ears and cheekbones gave them both the look of elves, type undetermined. She muttered, “If this goes wrong, if we have the first feeling that things aren’t right, we walk out. If we’re blocked, we find a corner where I can switch up our disguises.” Visually they could resemble anyone, but someone proficient in illusion also had an edge when seeing through others’ illusions. They didn’t disguise the way you walked or the way you moved in general. Most other things could be influenced, but that was beyond her skills and beyond those of anyone she knew.

      She drew a deep breath and cleared her mind of worry. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
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      They approached the door, which was flanked by a Kilomea and a dwarf standing guard, each wearing leather jackets with patches from a local motorcycle gang. Both species had quickly taken to the idea that spending time on the road on motorcycles was an enjoyable diversion, and Ely boasted one of the most diverse magical biker gangs in the country. They were more a “do work for charity” than a “cause trouble” sort of organization, and Ruby had thought more than once that she might like to join them for one event or another. Maybe that’s something I can do now that I’m back.

      Her internal voice suggested, “Perhaps you should concentrate on the moment, chucklehead.”

      Shut it. She nodded at the bouncers and pulled open the door, gesturing for Idryll to precede her into the club. She felt the pulse of magic from a device in the dwarf’s hand, but neither made a move to stop them. In a voice that was barely audible over the muted something that came from the closed door ahead, she asked, “Magic detector, you think?”

      The shapeshifter nodded. “Makes sense. They’d probably be more suspicious of anyone who tried to enter without magic than those who come in with it.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.” The door in front of them opened as they approached, and a wall of noise and light burst from the room beyond. They stepped inside and moved off to the side so Ruby could get her bearings before advancing any further. Her eyes adjusted to reveal a dance club with a huge floor in the center made of panels that glowed in shifting colors. A machine spilled fog over the gyrating figures, and the dancers who were more than a couple of rows away from them were only silhouettes in the mist. A second level ran around the outside of the space, holding tables and providing a rail for people to lean against and watch the bodies moving below. The DJ booth was on the left wall, and the long bar took up the right one. She asked, “Do you see our duo?”

      Idryll shook her head. “We’ll need to explore.”

      Ruby nodded. “Well then, let’s get our dance on.” She led the shapeshifter onto the dance floor, finding the rhythm of the music and moving with it. She made sure to stay close to her partner to discourage others from attempting to cut in with either of them and pushed progressively farther into the club. They moved along the edge closest to the bar since it would be more likely than the other wall to hold their targets.

      Idryll's grace and power were on display here, as well. She was an absolute knockout in the illusion Ruby had provided, which was heavily based on her own body and face, and she made a mental note to dial it back a bit in future illusions unless actively trying to draw attention. When they reached the center of the floor, Idryll swept past her in a dance move and said into her ear, “Far wall. A booth.”

      Ruby spun to keep her partner in view, making it seem like a flirty response, and circled to look in the direction she’d indicated. All she could make out from this distance was the presence of booths along the back wall of the club, on either side of a large neon sign that read “Restrooms.” The good news is we should be able to dance near enough to listen. The bad news is we have another dozen rows of sweaty people to work our way through.

      As they moved, Ruby took mental notes about the magic that the other patrons were using. It was present in such quantity that it made her feel lightheaded. It seemed like everyone on the dance floor had some sort of illusion or magic item working, making their eyes sparkle, their hair glow, or setting off small detonations when they stomped their feet. She’d spent much more time in human clubs than in those catering to magicals in the past, and the ones she had visited were far less showy than this one. I like it.

      They danced their way through the crowd and stopped as soon as their targets’ words were audible, which unfortunately left them right at the edge of the dance floor. A dark elf had joined the pair. The Drow wore an expensive-looking suit, opting for elegance instead of flash in a room filled with the latter. She turned her back to him to avoid focusing on him too closely. One of the dwarves said, “We got what you want. Do you have what we want?”

      The Drow’s voice was smooth and cultured. “I do. You will show me your side first.”

      She danced a quarter-circle so she could watch the transaction from the corner of her eye. The dwarf on the Drow’s left put a fist-sized bag in front of him. The suited figure opened the drawstring and peered inside. With a nod of approval, he slipped the pouch into his jacket.

      He said, “Very well.” He lifted a briefcase from below the table and set it on the surface, then pushed it over to the dwarf on his opposite side. “I would advise against opening it here. Some things shouldn’t be seen, especially by bystanders.”

      The one who’d taken the case laughed. “We know where to find you if it’s not right. More importantly, our boss knows.”

      The Drow replied, “Indeed. Please leave me to my drink, then.” His manner suggested that he wasn’t particularly pleased to be dealing with the pair.

      The dwarves took the dismissal in stride, standing and heading for the door. Idryll moved without waiting for a suggestion to do so, positioning herself ahead of them as she wove deftly through the crowded dance floor. Ruby followed more slowly, confident the shapeshifter would be able to track them once they got outside and that she would be able to find Idryll.

      She hit the street to see a car pulling up in front of the dwarves. With a curse under her breath, she went to a nearby kiosk and tapped the controls to summon one of her own. Fortunately, it arrived within a minute, and the traffic lights kept her quarry from getting too far ahead. The speed limits in this part of town were low, and the self-driving cars obeyed them meticulously. She looked up and out of the window to see Idryll pacing them on the rooftops and had no worries that the tiger-woman would be able to keep up.

      After a drive of ten minutes or so, during which they crossed from one side of the southern section of Magic City to the other, the car ahead of her rolled to a stop. She ordered hers to make a turn and head down a couple of blocks, then got out and quickly made her way back. Ruby reached the main street in time to see the dwarves disappearing into an alley beside a pawnshop, crossed the road, and surveyed that passageway for cameras, spotting only one watching the narrow lane. It was old-school, one of the kinds that rotated through a short arc before reversing course, and was mounted on the building itself. She was confident the device would be purely optical and cast a veil over herself to render her invisible to it. Still, she crossed directly under the camera, avoiding its field-of-view just in case. She made her way to the back of the building and turned the corner out of the alley. Idryll dropped to the ground beside her, causing her to jump a little.

      Ruby commented, “Interesting that it’s a pawnshop again.”

      Her partner nodded. “It seems as if these places are more than they appear.”

      About eight feet off the ground was a small window with bars on the front of it. Ruby gestured. “I think we need to look inside.”

      “Easy enough for me.” Claws slipped out from beneath Idryll’s fingers, and she scaled the wall in near silence, taking a position on the right side of the window. Ruby again wished she’d brought a device that would let her see remotely, then climbed the old building’s cracked brick. It was difficult, and she lost her grip with one hand more than once on the way up, but eventually found a spot she could use to peer through the dirty glass.

      Inside were three dwarves, rather than the two she’d been aware of. She recognized the third, and the listening device brought his voice clearly to her. Grentham said, “So, everything went well?”

      One of the others gestured at the case on the desk. “Assuming that’s what you want, yes.”

      Their boss asked, “You didn’t check it out?”

      They shrugged. “You told us not to. So we didn’t.”

      Grentham nodded. “Good people. I’ll take a look. Then we can go out for a celebratory drink.” The lock clicked, revealing an arm cuff that resembled an octopus, the tentacles reaching around to create the space for the limb. He closed the case, seeming satisfied. “Excellent. This is going to make us a lot of money.” He stood and gestured them toward the door. “You head out. I’ll be with you in a second.” When they’d departed, he lifted a panel on the floor and knelt beside it. The angle was wrong for her to see what he was doing, but eventually, a clicking sounded and the clang of something heavy and metal being shifted followed. He moved out of the way as he secured the safe, which allowed her to confirm what it was, then replaced the floorboard.

      He walked from the room, and as she got ready to climb down, one of the other dwarves’ voices came over her listening device. “Hey boss, we heard about a break-in at Stanley’s place. Was that us?”

      “No, although I wish it were. Seems like we have another player in town. Tomorrow, you guys will do the rounds of our other places and make sure our defenses are fully adequate. In the meantime, anything that hurts our competitors only helps us, right?” Laughter and words of agreement faded as they grew further away, followed by the sound of a door closing.

      Ruby looked at Idryll and shook her head. “Okay, it seems like we have problems on top of problems here. I need to think about this. Hungry?”
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      A restaurant Ruby had always thoroughly enjoyed was a family-owned diner just north of the Strip, not far enough to be in the expensive residencies, but distant enough from the main drag that it wasn’t overwhelmed with tourists. She shifted their illusions so they appeared to be humans, albeit different ones than she’d used before, and they selected a seat in one of the many booths that ran around the dining room’s exterior.

      Waiters and waitresses meandered through the space, giving the right amount of sass and service to keep things light and enjoyable. She ordered coffee, Coke, and a plate of pecan pancakes. Idryll opted for steak and a side of bacon. That earned her a look from the waitress, but then the woman shrugged and headed for the back. Moments later, they had beverages in hand and Ruby wrapped them in an aural shield so their words wouldn’t be understandable from more than a half-foot away.

      “There’s a lot more happening here than I thought. I’m not sure if everything changed while I was at school, or if it’s always been like this and I simply didn’t see it. Certainly my parents never shared anything about it.”

      Idryll nodded. “Would they have been likely to? For instance, do you think your brother knows, since you’ve mentioned he’s actively involved with the business?”

      She considered the question, then shook her head. “I doubt it. He would’ve said something about it. He’s not all that good at keeping secrets when something’s interesting. I’m sure he’d have a plan for how the casino could defend against it, or more likely get an advantage from it.” Ruby laughed. “He’s definitely a thinker.”

      Her partner replied, “When things are complicated, it’s usually wisest to break them down into their smallest parts. Perhaps you should do that.”

      Ruby rewarded the comment with a scowl. “I know that. I’m not an idiot.”

      “Then why do you act like one so often?”

      “You know, the stories always say the venamisha is a good thing. I’m not sure anyone really understands the potential consequences.”

      The shapeshifter laughed. “The result is not the same for everyone. You’re just lucky.”

      “Yeah. Luck. That’s what I’d call it. What are the other results?”

      Idryll lifted an eyebrow, which was gold to match her hair. “That would be telling.”

      Ruby stared hard at her, then shook her head. “I’m not fooled. You don’t even know. You’re a liar.”

      The other woman’s grin widened. “If it makes you feel good to think so, by all means.” She made a small gesture with her hand as if giving permission. They were quiet for a time while Ruby thought. Their meals came, and they remained silent for a time after that while they ate, and Ruby thought some more.

      When they finished eating, she said, “All right. So, let’s assume for the sake of argument that the first three events are connected. I feel confident about that, although we have no specific proof tying Grentham and his business to the events at the Mist.”

      Idryll nodded. “Still, it does seem logical. I believe we can make that mental leap.”

      “So then we have at least two other questions. First, what’s up with the attack on the pawnshop, and second, what are Grentham and his dwarf buddies doing under the guise of their pawnshops?”

      “That wraps it up pretty well. Also, what’s the ultimate goal of the attacks on the casinos? Is it only a move to get more security business? It doesn’t seem like that would be worth all this effort.”

      Ruby sighed. “You’re right. That’s another big one. I think we can conclude there’s some serious danger in the city at the moment. As long as these people are around, there will continue to be danger. Do you think if I shared this information with Sheriff Alejo, she’d be able to handle it?” Part of her wanted that answer to be yes, but not all of her. Maybe not even most.

      Her partner shook her head. “Not without a great deal of magical support. Human weapons are no doubt powerful, at least judging by those I’ve seen on television, but it would be difficult to defeat magical attackers with them.”

      Ruby leaned back in her booth and closed her eyes. “I agree. I guess that’s why Agent Sheen and her people are around, so they can do that sort of thing at a high level. Still, there’s no way they’d be able to spend a lot of time here, assuming they were willing to come in the first place.”

      Idryll tapped the table idly with her fingers. “The truth is, even if we take care of this particular situation, someone will step up to fill the power vacuum that results. It’s a guarantee, just the way of the world.” She chuckled. “The way of both worlds, near as I can tell.”

      Ruby groaned and straightened in her seat again. “You’re not wrong, but you need to quit watching so much television.” She drummed her fingers on the table as if competing with her partner’s taps while considering her options. “I guess I’m also uniquely suited to help. I have a convenient disguise as a human already. I have my family’s resources to draw upon, so I don’t need to find a job to pay the bills. And I have access to you, and Keshalla, and Margrave.”

      Idryll added, “Don’t forget the Drow you met.”

      She nodded. “Right. I guess if I was making a complete list of my assets, I have my family who can feed me information, my friends who can do the same, especially Demetrius, and even Abbott Thomas if I need a refuge.”

      “When you put it that way, it seems like you’ve already made the decision.”

      Ruby’s reply was interrupted by the arrival of their dessert orders. Idryll had opted for vanilla ice cream that she licked off her spoon in a manner that spoke to her feline nature. Ruby had chosen pie, apple and cinnamon in a perfect homemade crust. It was one of the things she’d always loved best about the place, and she was thoroughly happy to discover its quality hadn’t slipped since she’d been there last. She got a coffee refill, then nodded decisively.

      “Okay. If we’re going to do this, we need to get a lot of things done quickly. We’ll need tools, so a visit to Margrave is in order. It would be smart to have magic tools too, so I guess I should see Shentia. Finally, and maybe most importantly, we need to figure out what to do about disguises. We can’t count on my concentration holding up illusions in the middle of a fight. The one thing we definitely will not do is put my family and friends at risk.”

      Idryll nodded with a satisfied look on her face. “I knew as soon as I saw you that being around you would be exciting. About time things got started for real.”
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      Grentham's black corporate SUV pulled up at a warehouse fifteen miles outside of Ely, with his phone locked in the signal-proof box and the vehicle’s location system deactivated. He opened the passenger door and hopped to the ground, then walked with a brisk stride toward the building’s entrance. His driver hustled ahead to open it for him, and he moved through it without stopping. Inside were a dozen mercenaries, hired and delivered by a local infomancer Grentham had worked with on several occasions. The computer-happy witch was satisfied so long as she was well-paid enough to afford the tech she craved, and his lucrative side business in selling magic items ensured he had whatever money he needed to please her. For him, the game had ceased to be about wealth some time before, and he now primarily regarded it as a tool to get what he really wanted: power, and to a lesser extent, status.

      As his rented crew gathered in a semicircle around him, his thoughts turned to his absent partner. He wasn’t sure if Jared knew about his black-market magic stores masquerading as pawnshops and didn’t care in any case. It didn’t impact the amount of time or effort he put in on behalf of the business, so the other man had no say in it. He didn’t doubt that they would eventually wind up in a showdown over control of the company. He hoped to simply buy Jared out since his partner enjoyed wealth and the women who were attracted to it. Not the kind of woman I’d want in my bed. I would much rather have someone who wanted me for me than for the pretty baubles I gifted them. Still, anything that keeps him busy and off my back is a win.

      He nodded at the gathering. “So. Thanks for coming, and as agreed, half-payment is being deposited into your accounts right now.” Unlike the group that had tried to cause trouble at the Ebon Dragon, which he’d outfitted himself, he’d paid these extra to bring along their toys. The previous outcome hadn’t been all he’d hoped for, and the superstitious side of him wanted to change things up a little, like requesting new dice when the ones you were using went cold.

      “We have three goals today. Goal number one is to steal everything that looks remotely useful or valuable.” While he wasn’t obsessed with money, he was also a firm believer in the philosophy of waste not, want not. “Goal number two is to take out anyone who opposes us. If it’s possible to do it non-lethally, great. If we can’t, not an issue.” People who decide to work for security companies know they’re stepping into a risky situation. While they might not have understood the potential for this particular sort of action, that’s not my problem. “Third, we break into their computer system and strip every bit of data we can. Plus, we grab hard drives, laptops, whatever.” The mercenaries nodded. He didn’t feel a need to share the fourth objective with them since he’d handle that himself.

      He looked them over with a critical eye to ensure they were ready. Each wore body armor of a similar type, although the pieces were hardly perfectly matched. He figured some had gotten it from military surplus, and others had probably stolen it. Most of the mercs carried at least one pistol along with a rifle, and many of them sported additional handguns, grenades, and doubtless several other kinds of wicked implements of destruction. “Any questions?”

      A man with a day’s stubble, dark eyes, and a crewcut nodded. “Do we get a share of what we take?”

      Assuming you survive, sure. Grentham had no problem paying what he promised. He also had no problem not paying, should someone fall along the way. Professional soldiers such as these would know the drill. He mostly played straight with them because he didn’t want to sour his good reputation. No doubt I’ll need more of these people down the road, especially if Jared doesn’t feel like being bought out. “Twenty-five percent, split among you, to be paid after everything is sold.” Less professional men and women would have wanted assurances. This bunch nodded in agreement, knowing how the system worked. “Any other questions?”

      A woman to his right asked, “Any principals to capture rather than kill?”

      He shook his head. “No. Everyone’s a target. Except me, naturally, and my guards. I know this goes without saying, but I’ll say it anyway. You’ll get no games from me, but play no games with me. If we do our jobs, we all make it out substantially wealthier. Let’s not do anything to mess that up.” More nods of agreement gave him an optimistic perspective on the night’s coming events.

      He clapped his hands together. “Time to move.” He waved for them to follow him outside, lifted the burner phone to his ear, and spoke a single word. A moment later, two beat-up vans pulled into the lot, with plenty of room inside for the team. He stepped back into his SUV, which had been stolen from a dealership barely an hour before. “Let’s do this.”
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        * * *

      

      Their target for the evening was the Crystal Security Company, which had the contracts to guard several of the casinos in town, including the Kraken. They weren’t the biggest, but they were in the top three. Grentham had offered the argument that it might make more sense to spread out the targets, but Jared had an obvious grudge against the Atlanteans, for reasons unknown, and wouldn’t hear of it. Ultimately, it didn’t matter much.

      Their boss had deep plans, and he was clearly willing to play a long game, so eventually all the casino owners would get a taste. Grentham frowned as he wondered what the person who’d come into town on the private jet at the boss’ request was up to. He didn’t like to think their employer would detail someone to watch them, but so far the people he had out quietly watching for the newcomer hadn’t reported any direct sighting or other evidence of him. Maybe the chucklehead is taking a vacation before getting to work. Grentham shook his head. Too damn many unknowns going on in Magic City right now. I’m against it.

      Their target was in a different office park than their company occupied, but it could have been built from the same template. A high chain fence surrounded it, with a decorative grassy area filling the space between the outer barrier and the building itself. Doubtless there would be defenses seeded in that expanse, more likely technological than magical, but one could never be sure. Either way, his team was prepared to handle whatever the other bunch might have come up with.

      The structure was three stories high, metal-skinned, and free of windows except on the top floor. The blueprints his infomancer had acquired indicated the ground level held only a garage, equipment storage, and a wide open space that was probably a firing range or other training ground, plus the lobby area. Above it lay conference rooms, offices, and other public-facing spaces. The top level was home to their executive suites, for sure, and also their computer center, if the power distribution system hadn’t changed. He and Jared had discussed a surgical strike to that level, focused on stealing data and information, but that wouldn’t necessarily take the other company out of the game. So his current plan was to breach at the bottom and let half of his hired guns clear it. At the same time, he and the rest would go up to the second story and take out any defenders, then he and his two bodyguards would take care of the last floor, which they presumed would be lightly guarded.

      Although they’d tried to keep news of the incursion into their headquarters quiet, nothing was ever truly secret for long in their small corporate community, and word had inevitably gotten out. Thus, he expected to find this place better defended than it might have been a couple of weeks before. That also didn’t worry him. He would follow the people he’d brought, and should the need come for him to play a role in dispatching the defenders, he would be more than happy to get his hands dirty. The mercenaries had selected one of theirs to act as lead, and Grentham walked beside him ahead of the rest as they approached the fence. They had all added masks or balaclavas to their wardrobe to ensure anonymity.

      Everyone wore headsets tied to a secure comm system to coordinate their activities when they split off to their various assignments. They approached from the west side of the building, which offered them the most cover. They’d overflown the place a day earlier with a drone and had sent several cars past the location as well to ensure good reconnaissance. Their first concern was the cameras mounted on tall poles inside the fence. They stopped walking at the maximum distance they could manage, and one of the mercenaries lifted a suppressed rifle. She sighted carefully, pulled the trigger three times, and destroyed the ones that might have had an angle to capture their image.

      That would provide their enemies the first indication action was underway, and now events would happen quickly. They shifted into a jog, which meant Grentham almost had to run to keep up and arrived at the fence without a problem. A device arced through the air over his head, tossed from behind by one of the mercenaries, and struck the barrier’s metal surface. The electrified fence shorted out with a bang like a firework exploding. Two mercenaries were there instantly with bolt cutters, snipping a rectangular door for them to pass through. Lights mounted on the building illuminated as they moved through in single file. Grentham snapped, “Alarm status?”

      The infomancer’s voice came back across the line. “No problems. I have all communication from the facility locked down. No messages in or out.”

      “Good work. Keep it up.” Gunfire erupted from the building, and everyone dropped to the ground except Grentham, who waved a hand to summon a force shield in front of him. They’d expected this too, and he focused his mind to widen the protection and make it tall enough to handle volleys from the top floor if they came. The mercenaries arranged themselves into a line at his back, and one stepped up next to him with a wand attached to a small computer held in his hands. The dwarf walked at a steady pace toward the building, moving laterally to avoid traps the man beside him searched out. Grenades from those following set off those they couldn’t escape.

      The force shield intercepted bullets that would otherwise have shredded them as they moved deliberately toward their target. He’d feared machine guns but had predicted that level of overkill would be unlikely. The defenders had automatic rifles at best, based on the sound the weapons made and the timing of the pauses for reloading. They appeared to be firing out of gun ports though, which meant his people had no way to counterattack until they got close enough that the angle would be prohibitive for those inside. By the time they arrived there, Grentham was starting to ache from the burden of holding up the shield. Each bullet strike drained a little of his energy, and after a while, each impact felt like a bee sting on his body. Now that they’d reached the side of the building, it was time to choose their attack vector.

      The mercenary in charge made the decision. “We’re already loud, so we might as well go in the front. Defenses will probably be weaker there than in the garage.” Grentham wasn’t sure he agreed but also wasn’t interested in arguing the point. He followed the man and patted the pocket of his black leather jacket, confirming the presence of a healing potion and a smaller energy potion. The first would be enough to heal almost any damage he’d take, and the second would give him an essential boost if he ran low. His bodyguards, always nearby, knew to administer them if he was incapacitated.

      They marched up to the building’s front entrance. It had an effective security airlock, with easily bypassed glass doors on the outside, but a small vestibule with a heavy metal gate blocking passage beyond it. Fortunately, they’d come prepared for that. Grentham created another force shield to protect them from the defenders in the lobby while two of the mercenaries wrapped sections of the bars with thermal cord. They looked away, the incendiary burned through the metal, and the real fight began.
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      As the mercenaries pushed back the smaller number of defenders in the lobby with a barrage of gunfire, Grentham barked, “Krista, are you in?” The plan had been for their infomancer to move on to hacking the security system after taking out their communication systems.

      The woman’s voice sounded annoyed, likely with herself rather than with him. “No. They have magic protection on it. You should probably watch out for other magical defenses.”

      He muttered a curse and pointed at a door marked “stairs” that led to a fire escape route. Two of his six mercenaries ran ahead and planted a small charge on the lock, which detonated a moment later and caused the barrier to swing free. He followed them up a couple of steps, then danced backward as they clattered down toward him, falling under a hail of bullets. He waited for them to crawl off the stairs, saw no bleeding to worry about, and summoned his force shield again to lead the way. When the defenders discovered their rounds weren’t getting through his protection, they tried a grenade. He flicked his fingers and sent it flying back before it covered half the distance between them. It exploded with light and sound that didn’t affect his people at all. He charged forward as his foes stumbled in retreat.

      Grentham led his team out onto the second floor, but rifle fire from all directions forced him to crouch and scurry to the side. He ducked under his shield in the corner, easily protecting himself from the onslaught, and watched as the mercenaries advanced. They sought cover immediately, and most of them found some, only one of them dropping bonelessly after a bullet struck him in the head. Return fire came from all around until the mercenary leader growled, “Right flank, go.” The trio on that side flicked their rifles to full auto and charged behind a fusillade of bullets.

      The defenders sailed grenades out at all of them. He sent several of the explosives flying away but couldn’t protect the threesome that had advanced from his right. This time the enemy had selected fragmentation canisters, and shrapnel flew as they detonated to drop that trio to the sound of screams of pain.

      Grentham cursed and stood, taking advantage of the distraction to advance. Their foes were firing from the mouths of hallways that doubtless led back to offices and the like. He reached out with a line of force to grab a file cabinet resting along the far wall and hurled it into the hallway the fallen mercenaries had been targeting. He dashed forward in the confusion that ensued and followed it up with a lightning attack that sent forks of electricity sizzling through the opening. When he dropped the spell, four defenders were down and immobile, their body armor smoking.

      Shooting sounded from the other hallway, reassuring him that his crew was doing their job. He wrapped himself in a personal force shield positioned about an inch away from his skin and walked through the offices, opening each door and checking to be sure no defenders hid inside. Reports came over the radio as the mercenaries cleared the bottom floor, taking casualties but making progress. When he was comfortable the second level was secure, he went out and collected his guards, who he’d tasked with defending the stairwell, and the trio headed up to the third floor together.

      The radio signaled that the mercenaries had shifted into collection mode. They’d be stealing anything that wasn’t nailed down and more importantly to him, breaking open computers to get at hard drives. However, what he craved was most likely to be upstairs. He wanted the business secrets, the things that would allow him to compromise all their operations if they tried to continue. To make them realize it would be better to call it a day, knowing how vulnerable they were. If they want to try to make a go of it afterward, I’m more than happy to slap them down. He stopped first at the server room. His guards blew a hole in the door to permit access, and he connected a small black box to the equipment rack with several ethernet cables. He asked, “You in?”

      The infomancer responded a moment later. “Yeah. I have it now.”

      “What do you see?”

      He hadn’t destroyed the internal security cameras because he’d figured they might be of use, although he’d hoped that they’d have this intelligence earlier on. She replied, “Looks like all the defenders are down. I’m unlocking things now.” Faint clicks sounded from down the hall as the doors unlatched.

      He nodded. “Very good. Copy everything you can.” He pointed at his guards. “You two, wire this place to blow.” He turned and headed toward the offices. A pair of them shared this floor, one for each of the company’s principals. He was a little miffed at the fact they were both larger than his space and put that on the list of things to consider later. He entered the right-hand office and stood in the doorway with his fists on his hips. “If I was a hidden safe, where would I be?”

      A shiver ran down his spine, giving him enough warning to dive to the side as a ball of fire slammed into the place he’d occupied and set the drywall aflame. He rolled up to his feet, wondering in the back of his brain if his force shield would’ve been adequate to defend against the attack while he sought its source. A wizard stood in the far corner of the room, where he’d doubtless been hiding behind a veil. The wand pointed at him, and another ball of fire shot out, but this time he was prepared for it. He summoned a second force shield and angled it before him, deflecting the ball up and away rather than trying to block it. It hit the drop ceiling and lit that on fire as well. Grentham charged the other magical, figuring that like most wizards he knew, his foe’s preference would be to fight from a distance instead of close up. Personally, either option worked for him.

      The mage tried lightning next, and the attack’s power crackled through his shield. His teeth clenched against the stinging pain—he hated lightning with a passion, at least on the receiving end—and kept moving forward. He wasn’t sure what his enemy expected, but from the way his eyes widened the moment before the dwarf crashed into him, it wasn’t someone ramming into him. Grentham had the angle and the strength, and he blasted upward at the last second, his strong leg muscles propelling his shoulder up into the wizard’s sternum.

      The man slammed back into the wall with a loud crack, then stumbled forward. Somehow he managed to hold on to his wand and swiped it across in a frantic defense. The beam of shadow it emitted slammed into Grentham and burned through his shield in an instant. His shout was as much in anger as in pain as it savaged his right leg. He went down on one knee and growled, “Enough of this shit.” Reaching out with a line of force, he grabbed the heavy mahogany desk that was the room’s dominant item. He made a whipping motion, and it flew across the intervening space to slam into the wizard. The man rebounded off the tall windows that filled one wall, confirming they were thick bulletproof glass. See, it’s good that we didn’t try to come in that way. This time the mage dropped his wand and crumpled, ending the fight.

      Grentham tapped his comm. “Okay, people. Five minutes and we’re out.” The magical would probably have had the means to communicate with the building’s owners, and if so, reinforcements would be on the way. Plus, there was the not-so-small matter of the fire spreading along the wall and ceiling.

      Grentham downed the healing potion and grimaced as the missing flesh in his leg re-grew. “Damn, that itches,” he muttered and staggered to his feet. He used force magic to punch holes in the walls at one-foot intervals until he revealed the location of the safe he knew had to be there. Fortunately, the fire hadn’t yet reached it. Even better, the lock was electronic. He attached another device, and his infomancer overrode the code and popped open the door.

      Physical files sat inside, kept company by a stash of currency and a transparent bag full of gems. He grabbed everything he could and headed for the exit. He linked up with the mercenaries along the way, and once they got back outside, Grentham ordered his guard to blow the computer room. It detonated with a loud explosion, and he spent the next three minutes creating and launching fireballs into the building to ensure all of it was aflame. Once convinced that no amount of fire trucks could save it, he followed the others in a jog to their vehicles. Objective four complete. All in all, not a bad night’s work.
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      Goryo had timed his action to coincide with the efforts of the people from the security company. He’d left behind a pair of transmitting devices, one in the SUV that picked him up at the airport and the other in the garage that housed the vehicle he’d borrowed. They’d provided enough information to reveal that they were making a move tonight, so he planned his for the same time, figuring that two simultaneous attacks would sow additional discord and confusion.

      His role in Ely was a simple one: raise the mental stakes for the casino owners, and cause them to worry. That worry would push them into hiring more security, a service that would doubtless be compromised by his employer’s people. He didn’t care about that part but had nonetheless figured out the ramifications of the bigger picture shortly after receiving the message seeking to hire him. Goryo worked for the highest bidder. He had no particular concern over plans or goals unless he could either profit from them by investments based on insider knowledge, such as when he eliminated the CEO of a major corporation and sent their stock tumbling, or when it might endanger him at an unacceptably high level. He stayed away from operations involving the organizations he’d associated with in his early career, as several criminal enterprises would take it poorly if he acted against them. Since he frequently used them for supply and other assistance, to oppose those groups would be a foolish choice indeed.

      The assignment hadn’t specified how he was to accomplish his task, an arrangement Goryo preferred. Without a specific goal other than wreaking havoc and causing trouble, he had the opportunity to select his target. The prior operation suggested that his employer prioritized moving against those with families. It was logical; endangered adults were more or less commonplace, but endangering those who had not yet reached adulthood was universally more threatening. He had never married or had children, and such things did not touch him. However, he understood in the abstract that others felt strong emotions around those issues, and was more than willing to take advantage of the opportunities that vulnerability offered.

      Aside from the Atlanteans, who he rejected for the moment based on the prior failed action and his awareness of the security company’s plans for the evening, only two other families had children in vulnerable positions. Most of them kept their progeny in the underground city where he couldn’t get at them, or at the very least would be incredibly obvious during the attempt. However, the adopted girl from the Mist Elf casino was frequently seen aboveground, as was the entire family that ran the Deep Woods casino. More elves, this time the forest kind—Wood Elves, they called them. He didn’t have much knowledge about that particular branch of magicals. It was enough to know where to find them, and his research had revealed an unfortunate—for them—predictability to their movements.

      His raid on the pawnshop provided the primary tool he planned to use for the attack. In addition to his standard gear, which consisted of a sword on his back and pistols strapped to his thighs, the magical weapon he’d retrieved was a pair of batons that screwed together into a large staff. Each end discharged magic when it struck. One delivered a force blast that could knock a target away, and the other sparked with lightning. While he could’ve found non-magical options to accomplish both those things, the magical ones offered an advantage. In his experience, magic defenses performed better against technology than they did against opposing magic. Since he’d probably have to fight through a decent amount of security, he needed every edge he could get.

      He’d stolen one other item from the pawnshop, a small metal disc currently secured to his belt to be his escape route if his plans went awry. It would spill out a line of force as long as necessary to reach the ground, according to his research. He hoped not to have to rely on it but believed in backup options. And carrying a rope that would extend fifteen stories down would have been pretty obvious. He’d purchased the other magic item, the one he planned to use when events in the city came to a head. It was waiting for him at the house he’d rented on the outskirts of town through an untraceable third party.

      He kept an ear to the ground for rumors of magical items and paid well for people to tell him what they heard. He’d assembled a relatively extensive list of purely magic objects and others that blended magic and technology. Sometimes, he contrived to have them delivered to the place where he was working, where he would then steal them to avoid any paper trail. Other times, he simply bought the items or took them from whoever had them and brought them along to the job himself. A couple more from his list were currently in Ely, one of them an extremely volatile device he’d played no role in bringing to the city, but that he wasn’t sure he’d be able to leave without collecting against future need.

      His watch vibrated as the moment arrived. The self-driving van he’d rented for the evening rolled ahead at his command and dropped him off at the rear bottom floor of the hotel portion of the Deep Woods casino. He slid out the back, a dark figure in black boots, tactical pants, and a t-shirt with a grey windbreaker thrown over his shoulder to cover the sword’s pommel. Hidden beneath it all was custom form-fitting body armor. He strode quickly to an unremarkable door to the hotel. His recon had shown that the Deep Woods used electronic locks on external doors, and he could always buy a tool to break through those if money wasn’t an object. The fee for his involvement in Magic City had ensured it wouldn’t be.

      He placed a rectangular block box on top of the keypad and was rewarded a moment later with a click as the latch disengaged. He swept through into a service stairwell. Ahead of him, a long hallway led to kitchens, storage, and probably eventually to the casino itself, with other hallways branching off in both directions. This staircase was for the serving crew to access the banquet rooms on the second, third, and fourth levels of the hotel with ease and without being seen. He walked unhurriedly up the stairs, his senses alert for any potential security alarm, especially for security cameras. He nodded as he passed a pair of tuxedoed elves, who looked young even for their kind. His research indicated the hotel was hosting multiple banquets that evening, including a wedding party of several hundred people. The activity had been one more thing that made this particular night a good one for his maneuver since it would be easier to hide among a larger crowd. The real challenge would come once he reached the fifteenth floor.

      After the fourth level, the style of the stairway changed, becoming narrower and more utilitarian. The building’s blueprints had shown it as a fire escape, and that’s what it seemed to be. He’d chosen this route because it limited the likelihood of running into anyone and would likely be lightly monitored by security. Still, it was part of a casino, so dome cameras were positioned at intervals starting at the fifth floor, where the activity from the banquet levels wouldn’t be a distraction.

      Fortunately, he’d come prepared for that situation, as well. From the small of his back, he retrieved an airgun and a palm-sized monitor. The pistol was bulkier than a standard version and reminiscent of a children’s toy that shot rubber bands. Instead, this one almost silently launched tiny electronic chips contained in a putty capsule. He slid the gun through the railing of the next flight up, where the only thing visible would be his arm, and aimed it using the small lens that fed back to the monitor.

      He fired, and the device stuck to the plastic shield. It would interfere with the internal electrical processes of the camera, rendering it useless. Moving faster, he picked off the cameras on each of the floors as he reached them. He shoved the gun into his belt at the small of his back after taking out the one at fifteen, then readied himself for the fun part of the evening. A negligent toss got rid of the jacket, which couldn’t be traced to him, and he checked to be sure his sword was loose in its scabbard. After verifying the draw on his pistols, he pulled the pieces of the baton out from where he’d hidden them in his thigh pockets, threaded them together, and spun the staff through a figure eight to loosen his wrists. While the guns would’ve been the more comfortable choice, he wanted anyone who investigated this incident to know that magic was involved. It might suggest that the perpetrator was a magical, shifting attention away from Goryo.

      He drew a black mask from his back pocket and pulled it down over his head to ensure no one would recognize him. If a camera had picked him up despite his precautions, it still wouldn’t be the end of the world since he wore enough makeup to change the lines of his face and had colored his naturally light hair with a dark dye. Still, he doubted he would have made such a mistake. After all the experience he’d accumulated, such blunders were rare. He grabbed the lock-breaking device, set it over the keypad, and drew a breath as the lock clicked.

      With a small prayer to fate to be good to him, Goryo flowed through the door, ready to find and kill the casino owners’ bodyguards, the casino owners, and their son.
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      Goryo would have chosen to stay in the staircase to the floor where his targets were, but construction permits that he’d dug through showed plans to seal off the stairs at fifteen. If it had been him, he would’ve let it continue up there but added significant monitoring and traps at that level, in addition to bricking over the entrance. Better to catch people like me. So, he had to endure the harder path. Fortunately, violence was one of the few things in life he truly enjoyed, aside from high-quality food and expensive wine. Having to cut through lesser security would be more a gift than a bother.

      The hotel formed a large L-shape, a common design on the Strip. He had two routes to reach the sixteenth floor, either the single elevator that included that floor among its stops or a staircase identical to the one he’d ascended that ran along the building’s opposite side. Doubtless several of the rooms on this floor would be security posts to keep an eye on anyone making the transit. His preferred option would have been to get into the elevator shaft and climb one floor up, but he was positive any security company worth its contract would have parked the elevator car on that level to block such an approach. If they hadn’t, surely the owners’ security guards would have. So, it was the long way around.

      He walked briskly, not willing to run until they discovered him. He paid particular attention to sounds from behind since smart guards would wait for him to pass before emerging and engaging. Latches clicked in front of and behind him when he was halfway down the corridor that ended in a right turn, the signal he’d awaited. He spun and ran back in the direction he’d come, on the assumption that the defenders would expect the opposite. The move surprised the pair who had stepped into the hallway, and they managed only a single missed shot each before he was on them. He rammed the staff forward horizontally, slamming it into their chests and knocking them backward. He pulled it back and rotated it to a diagonal, then whipped it out in a strike at the one on his left. It smashed the man in the temple and lightning blasted out to form a corona around his head, rendering him unconscious at the very least. He fell hard.

      Goryo wasted no time assessing the damage but snapped his right leg out in a kick to the other man’s groin. The top of his boot met body armor, but the blow was still hard enough to lift the man onto his toes. He flipped the staff in a fast attack, and the tip struck his opponent in the chest. The force blast it discharged hurled his foe ten feet backward, and he hit the floor with an audible thud, losing his weapon on contact with the unyielding surface. One down, one probably down.

      Bullets slammed into his armored back, hitting like punches. He grunted under the blows and forced himself to duck and spin toward the danger. Two more guards were ahead of him, and he was sure that more would put themselves in the path to his objective. He hurled the staff like a javelin at the one on the left, and that woman stopped firing as she danced aside to avoid it. Without breaking stride, he pulled both pistols and fired, several hits knocking the other guard down. He shifted his aim to the woman as she halted and raised her gun, and they traded rounds. His blasted her in a knee, and she dropped with a scream. Hers crashed into the body armor over his heart and ripped a furrow in his left arm below one of the defensive plates. The impact wasn’t enough for the bullet to have stayed inside him, so he ignored the light wound. He gave them each a kick to the head to keep them down, reloaded his weapons, and holstered them. He scooped up his staff and charged for the corner. That’s four.

      He rounded it and ducked back immediately as bullets flew. He’d gotten the look he needed, though. The nearest enemies were about ten feet ahead, with another rank behind them at the stairwell door. The guards on the floor above would be faced with a difficult decision, whether to abandon their charges and meet him here, to flee with them, or to stay put. He was gambling on them thinking they were adequate and judging that trying to escape was probably a trap. Because surely no one would be crazy enough to undertake an attack like this on their own. His greatest fear was that they’d built an off-the-books panic room. His infomancer had found no records to suggest such a thing, and he figured they would count on their magic being sufficient to protect them. They’re in for a surprise. This isn’t my first fight with magicals.

      He went low around the corner, ran in a crouching zig-zag, and broke into a slide as fingers tightened on triggers. Their bullets went over his head, and his move put him close enough to whip the staff across in a low strike. The force tip slammed into the ankle of the one on his left, shattering it and propelling the man bodily into the guard beside him. Goryo was up and running again in an instant, accepting that he had to leave two potential enemies behind to close the distance to the next and trust his body armor would be adequate to any attack they sent. Four down, two questionable.

      Several more hits struck him from the ones ahead, and he grunted in pain as a rib cracked from a lucky shot. He’d spent years learning to control his body and now put that knowledge to use, pushing the pain into the background and dispatching the duo with quick strikes from each tip of the staff. He dropped that weapon and drew his pistols, finishing off the two nearest him and shooting at the pair he’d left farther down the hallway. When the guns clicked empty, he ejected the magazines and replaced them with the special ones he’d been carrying in his back pockets. The likelihood was that he would face magicals on the next floor, and these bullets were especially for them. They were inordinately expensive, so he paid people he knew to identify shipments of them, which he then intercepted. Cheaper, and more fun. The fact that this batch would be traced back to an order from the Paranormal Defense Agency gave him no small measure of amusement. He holstered his left gun and picked up the staff in that hand, then went through the door to the staircase.

      He threw himself immediately to the side as a bolt of shadow magic sought him. The elf who had shot it stood on the landing above, looking unconcerned with his defense, his right arm positioned in front of him as if it held a shield, his left, the source of the magical attack. Force shield, probably. Too bad for him. The angle was perfect to pull the trigger and put a bullet through the protection and into his foe’s forehead. The anti-magic round passed through the magical defense like it wasn’t there, but his opponent got lucky. Instead of penetrating, the bullet knocked him backward and glanced off to slam into the wall. Either way, the defender was down, and that’s all that mattered.

      Goryo delivered a kick to his temple as he passed, ensuring he’d stay down, and made it up to the next floor. He paused for a moment to draw a deep breath, then yanked open the door and dove forward in a roll. Electricity sizzled over his head, reaching down to prickle at his spine as he went under it. He wobbled up to his feet to find another elf in a business suit facing him. That one was already sending a second attack, a shadow bolt that Goryo spun sideways to avoid. His foe launched magic with both hands, throwing power like punches.

      He kept moving, unable to draw a bead on his opponent as he did, but also narrowing the distance between them with each step. When he got into range, he used the staff to good effect, stabbing the electrical end up toward the elf’s head, then reversing the force end into his shins when he blocked the first attack. While his one-handed blow itself was weak, the magic blasted the other man from his feet, and Goryo put a bullet in his torso as he passed. Another guard tried the same strategy and met the same fate. Then he was around the corner into the area that held the family’s suites in the hotel.

      Only two doors were present in the long hallway. The one on the left led to the public social areas. The one to the right accessed bedrooms, the private kitchen, and so forth. At this time of night, either they would already have been in the bedroom area, or the alarm would’ve sent them there. He ran ahead and used the device to unlock the electronic door, then pushed his way into the room at a dash. His infomancer had identified the number of people on the family’s security staff, and by his mental count only two remained. The first was waiting for him in the large sitting room and was on him the moment he entered. Goryo stumbled to the side, not having expected to be physically attacked, and fell against a tall leather chair. He straightened and used forearms and shins to block kicks and attacks from the pair of knives his opponent held. The bodyguard was good, possibly as good as anyone he’d ever faced hand-to-hand. His foe used magic to increase the speed and power of his moves; an edge Goryo couldn’t match.

      What he had in abundance was experience. He’d fought off frenzied assaults before, and although he’d had to drop his staff to protect himself, he was never unarmed. The initial flurry gave him a sense of his foe’s rhythm, and he broke it with an elbow smash to the elf’s cheek. He accepted a cut from the knife in return for the block he’d sacrificed, drawing a line of fire from his right elbow to his wrist, but it took the elf a moment to recover. In that instant, he stabbed a spear hand thrust into his opponent’s throat, breaking the vital bones that allowed his foe to breathe. He took one of the knives from him as the other man fell and stomped toward the door the guard had been closer to, figuring that’s where the family would be.

      The building’s fire alarm went off suddenly, and he cursed at whichever one he’d left alive behind him that had activated it. As soon as he started opening the door, a force blast slammed into it from the opposite side, shattering its hinges and slamming him and the door back into the sitting room. He landed on a coffee table, which splintered underneath him, and rolled to the side with a groan. Goryo dipped a hand to his belt and flipped open a small container, grabbing the lozenge that fell from within. He put it in his mouth and bit down, closing his eyes momentarily as adrenaline surged through him, bashing away the pain of his damaged ribs, the slice on his arm, and the beating he’d taken from the heavy door.

      He popped up and ran in an arc toward the opening, keeping out of the line of sight of whoever was beyond it. A part of his mind dedicated itself to ticking off the seconds the drug would keep him going. It lasted five minutes, and he would either have to take another dose or be in a safe space for the ensuing crash. Two doses were all he could survive, and he’d far prefer not to have to take the second. He dashed into the adjoining room and dove forward in a roll, drawing the sword as he rose to his feet. Belatedly he realized he’d left the staff behind, but it had done its job in getting him here and suggesting that the attacker might be a magical. He’d pick it up on the way out.

      His foe was another of the damned elves, and this one wasn’t interested in a fistfight. He conjured a cone of fire at Goryo, and he rolled to his left to avoid it. He cut back in the other direction to dodge the next attack, but the electrical blast caught him full-on and dropped him to his knees in involuntary twitching. The magical kept up the assault as Goryo crawled forward, trying to get close enough. The elf laughed. “Pitiful. Impressive that you got this far, but to have been defeated at this last moment is probably a more painful and appropriate end.”

      Keep talking, scumbag. Goryo had trained for this. Had paid magicals to hit him with their blasts, discovering which he could handle and which he couldn’t, which gear would stand up to it and which wouldn’t. Finally, he was close enough. He lunged forward and whipped his left arm, which he’d been dragging as if it was broken, around in a shallow arc to stab the knife he’d stolen from the one in the outer room through his foe’s foot and into the floor. The elf screamed, his attack faltered, and Goryo rose smoothly and scraped his sword edge across his opponent’s neck.

      He left the bleeding foe behind and drew his left pistol, then kicked open the thin door separating him from the next room. It was a bedroom, probably the parents’ to judge by the size of the bed. The family huddled in the corner that was farthest from the door and the windows that made up the far wall, dressed in sleep clothes. They moved as he entered: the father charged toward him, the mother raced toward the far side of the room, and the kid dove under the bed. Goryo shifted his aim to the oncoming man and stitched the husband with bullets that easily penetrated whatever shield he’d conjured.

      He traversed his pistol toward the woman, catching her in the leg before she got to wherever she was going. She tumbled off the mattress and landed on the floor, out of sight. He circled to finish her off, and suddenly the bed flew at him, smashing him in the hips and propelling him at the window. It shattered as he hit it, and he dropped both sword and pistol as he grabbed for the lip of the floor. He dug at his belt for the disc and slapped it against the side of the building, then pressed on it to eject the force rope. The line glimmered as it descended, and he turned his attention back to the room, ready to lever himself up and deal with the survivors.

      The kid had other plans. His face was a mask of pain and hatred as his bare heel came down on the fingers of Goryo's left hand, smashing the small bones and causing his grip to slip. He let go with the other hand before the boy could repeat the attack and reached out for the rope, grabbing it and wrapping his other arm around it to control his speed. His mental clock showed a little under a minute before he needed the next dose of stimulant, and he hoped the descent would take less than that. If it didn’t, at least he’d be too busy falling and dying to notice.
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      Ruby woke up with only one thought in her mind, that she needed to move fast. Based on what she’d learned two nights prior, much more was going on in Magic City than she’d ever imagined. She’d wanted to see Margrave the day before, but her family had come up with things for her to do at Spirits, and she had no justifiable reason to decline. Now, she was determined to get out of the house before anyone was awake to stop her. Idryll rose as she dressed and asked, “Want me to come along?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I don’t think I’m ready to introduce you to Margrave. He’s certainly more than open-minded, but dealing with that in addition to the things I’m going to ask him for might push him right over the edge.”

      The tiger-woman yawned, stretched, and burrowed under the covers. “Fine with me. As long as someone brings food. There will be dire consequences if no one brings food.”

      Ruby laughed. “Yes, arms getting bitten off. I’ve heard. Matthias is aware you’re in here. I’m sure a dish of meat will arrive before you succumb to starvation.”

      “When do you think you’ll introduce me to your family?” The question didn’t carry any irritation or offense, as near as she could tell.

      “I don’t know that I will. Certainly not anytime soon, since the damn venamisha magic won’t let me.”

      The other woman laughed. “There is that. I’m sure it’s for your protection, somehow.”

      “Yeah, getting a little tired of putting up with things that are allegedly for my good, thanks.” She finished dressing in her standard outfit of boots, jeans, and a t-shirt, plus her leather jacket. She circled her arms in a quick move to open a rift, then stepped through to the spot she’d found during her last visit to Vagrant’s Crossing. As she let the magic opening fall closed behind her, she said, “That’s much better than having to drive.” She headed around the corner and crossed the road to her mentor’s house. The animatronics on the lawn waved at her as she passed, bringing a smile to her face that widened as the man himself opened the door. She called, “How did you know I was coming?”

      “Surveillance systems. Saw you when you walked out onto my street.” She figured that he also knew her well enough to guess she’d come as early as reasonable after setting up the meet the day before. She followed him downstairs to the basement, and he gestured her toward the same chair she’d occupied on her last visit. The long worktable was empty, and the shelves were far neater than usual.

      She asked, “Hosting other visitors?”

      He shook his head. “No, I have this feeling that things will be busy for a while, and wanted to be sure everything was in its place.”

      “I can totally understand that. I did it at the start of the semester in my lab at school. And every break, now that I think about it. Compared to you though, my work area was chaos.”

      He laughed. “After the first decade, you start to get a sense of where you need things to be. You’ll get there, don’t worry. Now, you were quite mysterious on the phone about what you needed.” He raised his hand and wiggled his fingers as if to illustrate the mystery. “What can I do for you?”

      Ruby had been thinking hard about how much to tell him. She figured her connection to him wasn’t well enough known to put him in danger, which would make it easier to share more of the truth. Still, this was new territory, and she was decidedly paranoid about sharing. On the other hand, he was more knowledgeable about both magical and mundane technology than she was, and if given the bigger picture, might come up with ideas she wouldn’t. She waited a moment to see if her mental voice would chime in with a warning, and when it didn’t, gave a little nod. “Okay. Here’s the thing. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but there’s a lot of bad stuff going on in Ely.”

      He sat up straighter and crossed his arms, narrowing his gaze at her. “Yeah, I’ve heard. Coincidentally, it seemed to start when you got back to town, right?”

      She shook her head. “That’s what I thought, too. Turns out there’s been a bunch of questionable things happening all along that I never saw. It doesn’t make the papers, but the rumor mill is full of information about it. Con artists, gangs, a black market in magic items. Plus all the incidents you’ve heard about.”

      He gave a low whistle. “So, that’s some deep trouble you’ve gotten into the middle of. What’s it have to do with me?”

      “I’m not going to stay on the sidelines. I need some magic tech, or even standard tech, to help me along.”

      He frowned. “What are you planning to do?”

      She shrugged. “Whatever I can. I was in the building when those explosions killed people who didn’t deserve to die. I can’t let that go, and I have the ability to maybe help make a change.”

      He shook his head, perhaps unconsciously. “Sounds dangerous, Ruby. We have police and stuff for that kind of thing.”

      She barked a laugh. “The Magic City PD is spread too thin, and that’s assuming they’re not on the take, or whatever it’s called on the cop shows. Sheriff Alejo is good people, but she has hardly any support. Plus, it appears magicals are involved, and Ely is way too small to have the sort of authorities required to defeat strong spellcasters.”

      “You think you can make a difference?” She heard his worry in the question.

      “I’m sure I can. Plus, I’m sure I can do it in a way that there’s only moderate danger to me and none to those I care about. However, I’m going to need every edge I can get.”

      Margrave sighed. “Well, Red,” he used the nickname that he’d applied to her in high school, “I know you well enough to know you’ll do it regardless of whether I agree. So, if the choice is watching you go it alone or figuring out how to help you, of course I’ll help. What do you need?”

      She pushed down the surge of emotion that threatened her composure. “Thank you. Seriously.” They talked about her potential needs for the next hour. Then they worked together for two more, building the items out of components he had in his shop. The simplest thing was a periscope, expandable and flexible so she could look around corners and over edges without a problem.

      Next up was locators. He had created similar items for other clients and had the parts lying around. Much like the systems that allowed people to find their keys with their smartphones, these would send out a small ping at intervals to show where they were. He gave her five mundane versions and a receiver. Then, in case she needed to track someone where technology wouldn’t work, like in the kemana, he provided a handful that radiated a certain kind of magic signal. It was sound-based, at a low frequency most beings wouldn’t hear, human or magical. They practiced until she could find it with her magic, a process of attunement that took only a short time.

      For communication, he offered encrypted walkie-talkies with earpieces, consumer-grade technology that he promised to upgrade with magic components if she found she needed it. He handed over her shield pendant, which he’d arranged to have recharged by one of his contacts. He said, “Okay, two more things, both more defensive than strictly useful. First, do you have access to potions?”

      “I have a few stockpiled that I’ve gotten from Keshalla in the past. I can get more from her, I’m sure.”

      “If you need someone on this planet to provide them, I could probably set that up for you. Let me know.”

      She nodded. “Will do. What’s the other thing?”

      He went to the shelves and took down a small wooden box and placed it on the table before her. Opening the lid revealed four glass bulbs, each resembling an hourglass in the way it was divided into two separate parts, top and bottom. He said, “This is for escape, at need. When it meets the air, the chemical in the top will turn into smoke, quite a lot of it. The bottom contains glitter essentially, but a special kind of glitter that disrupts magic. Anyone trying to use magical senses to see through the smoke will find this blocks their ability to do so.”

      “Wow, really? What spell is that based on?”

      “A blend of magic detection and illusion. Basically, it senses incoming magic and sends it back in reverse. It’s not powerful enough to counteract an aggressive spell, like force or electricity. But the more subtle ones, like sensing, or tracking, it should work fine. We’ve only tested it a little.”

      “Who are you making it for?”

      He chuckled. “That would be telling, and you know I can’t do that. Suffice to say that it’s for people with some authority.”

      “Speaking of which, I met someone with some authority recently. An agent with some government group. She seemed pretty sharp.”

      Margrave grinned. “Always good to have friends. Maybe you can get me a government contract.” He rubbed his hands together. “That’s where the real money is.”

      She laughed. “Thank you, Margrave. Seriously. You’re a literal lifesaver.”

      He nodded. “I’m happy to help. Now, I’m sure you have better things to do than hang out with an old man, and I do have some work to complete for actual paying clients.” It was a joke between them, and they were both fully aware that his only concerns about money were that he had enough to live on and continue his work.

      She stood and collected the stuff. “If you think of any more clever ideas, I can put them to good use.”

      He rose to escort her out. “Just make sure you stay safe and healthy so that you can.”

      “Promise.” If anyone’s going to wind up hurt, it’s gonna be the bastards playing games in my city.
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      Her next destination was the Drow’s shop in the kemana. She stepped cautiously through the door and stopped inside, nodding respectfully to the proprietor. “Greetings, Shentia.”

      The Drow nodded. She wore a simple dress today, in black, and her ashen hair was woven into a complicated braid that hung down over her shoulder. “Same to you. Have you decided to take me up on my invitation to examine my inventory?”

      Ruby shook her head. “As much as I wish that was my reason for visiting today, I’m afraid it isn’t. Instead, I’m hoping for some specific items. Back room kinds of items.”

      The other woman lifted an eyebrow questioningly. “Are you? I see. Well then, let’s take a wander into the back.” She led the way, and Ruby followed her into the rear of the shop. The Drow stopped in the middle and turned to her. “So, specifically, what are your needs?”

      “I’m looking for weapons that work against magic defenses and things I can use to defend against magic attacks.”

      “Indeed.” She stared for several uncomfortable seconds, as if trying to judge why Ruby might need such things, then gave a brisk nod. “I happen to have three items that may help.” She turned to the corner that held blades in individual racks. One of them displayed a pair of throwing knives: thin, sharp, and shining in silver with etchings all along them. Shentia lifted them from their holders and set them on her palm, then extended them for Ruby to examine.

      “They’re gorgeous. Drow-made?”

      She nodded. “Indeed. Most people don’t recognize such things right away.”

      Ruby chuckled. “My mentor Keshalla considers Drow weapons to be among the best.”

      “Intelligent person, then. They’re exceedingly high quality. More than that though, they’re imbued with magic that allows them to pierce magical defenses.”

      Ruby felt her eyes widen in surprise. “Like, go through a force shield?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Wow. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Wonderful.”

      The Drow nodded and set them aside to pick up a short dagger. The pommel was no bigger than her fist, and the blade about half again that size. “This isn’t an artifact weapon, but nonetheless has one of the properties of artifact weapons, in that you can cast magic through it.”

      Ruby had read a great deal about artifact weapons in her studies at the university. One of those would be virtually priceless. This dagger would allow her to use it for physical defense while not compromising her ability to cast spells, which would be amazing. “Excellent. I would love to have that, as well.”

      The Drow nodded. “Very good.” She moved to the opposite side of the room, where mannequin pieces held worn items. A pair of arms stuck up from the shelf, each with a bracer attached to it. They were in the form of thick black tooled leather cuffs. Each had three rings of a silver metal running around it, with different etching than the trio of blades had.

      Ruby wasn’t sure if these were of Drow manufacture or not, so she kept her mouth shut about their provenance. “What do they do?”

      “Striking them together will create a magic shield that will sustain itself for fifteen seconds or so. They have three charges, represented by the bands, but afterward must be fully replenished before you can use them again.”

      Ruby knew a great deal about the need to store power into magic items that spent it, a problem shared by all magic tech items and most magical items other than artifacts and artifact weapons. “I’ll take those as well.”

      The other woman smiled. “There is the matter of payment.”

      Ruby replied, “Of course. How much?” The Drow named a number that left her speechless with shock. If she drained all her accounts, she would have enough to pay for it but no money to start her business. While she could borrow from her family, she had no desire to put herself in that situation.

      Shentia chuckled. “That is more often than not the reaction I get when I mention how much magical items cost. Usually, I deal with the representatives of collectors, though, and they go back and talk to their principals, and eventually they come to a number at least close to the one I suggest. However, in your case, I have a different idea. I would be willing to lend these items to you free of charge, in exchange for a favor at a later date.”

      Ruby remembered Diana’s caution and was well aware that the Drow was deliberately putting her in her debt. There’s not much I can do about it unless I want to give up all my money, and these are too important not to have. “I accept, but I won’t do anything against my principles. That must be part of the agreement.”

      The Drow shrugged. “I’m sure we can find something appropriate.”

      Ruby replied, “Done.”

      Shentia nodded. “Done.” She paused, then continued, “I would hesitate to assume anything, but based upon your selections, one imagines that whatever you require these for might also necessitate a disguise.”

      In for a penny, in for a pound. “Two of them.”

      Her host gestured toward a third section of the room, where mannequin heads wore various pieces of jewelry and ornamental masks. “These are magic items that will change according to the user’s will once donned. Should the magic be penetrated, the physical covering still protects the wearer’s identity.”

      They looked vaguely like kabuki masks, white porcelain with no particular expression. The object covered the entire face except for the mouth and swept back to cover the ears and latch behind the head. She touched one and discovered it was a pliant material, rather than something resistant, despite its looks. They would be perfect, at least for the near term.

      Ruby asked, “These can be part of our current arrangement?”

      Shentia nodded but clarified, “Since you’re likely going into danger, we must make a further agreement that if any item is destroyed or lost, additional compensation will be required.”

      “Of course. That’s only fair.”

      For the first time during the visit, the Drow broke into a full smile. “Very good. I look forward to a long and fruitful partnership, Ruby Achera.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby walked the short distance back to her family’s house, pondering the decisions she’d made. Everything seemed to be going more or less smoothly, although she feared to think what the favor she owed the Drow might turn out to be. Ultimately, though, that didn’t matter. She’d continue to do what she must to protect the people in her city. As soon as she was inside, her sister intercepted her. “Did you hear?”

      “Hear what?”

      “About the attack. Well, actually, attacks.”

      Ruby’s anxiety surged at the question. “No, I haven’t. What’s going on?”

      Morrigan replied, “How about some tea?” It was old code for finding a private place to talk, which often turned out to be the small table in the kitchen, as long as the staff wasn’t using it. They waved to the cook as they entered, and he pointed them to the table without them needing to ask. A pot of tea and a plate of cookies appeared a few moments later as if by magic, although actually by the efforts of another staff member, and Ruby nibbled one as her sister launched into an explanation.

      “So, all the casino owners have been talking about the latest one. Somebody broke into Deep Woods and killed Lachsan. They tried to kill Enelle but only injured her. She’s in the hospital. Tryn knocked the attacker out a window while the intruder was focused on trying to kill his mother.”

      Ruby shivered from her neck down to her toes. “That’s horrible. Did they catch whoever did it?”

      Morrigan shook her head. “He got away. At least they presume it was a he. The intruder disabled the cameras on the way to the secure area, and the staff on those floors only saw a person in a mask. Everyone’s saying they moved like a man, although how they know exactly how a man moves, I have no idea.”

      “I think people who spend their lives fighting, martial artists and such, get some intuition about that. Maybe that’s how. What’s the other?”

      Her sister replied, “I heard about this one from one of our security people, who was discussing it with another one.”

      Ruby gave a fake frown. “Eavesdropping again?”

      “I prefer the term information gathering. In any case, he said there was an attack on another security company.”

      She kept her voice steady as she asked, “Like the other one, some kind of break-in?”

      Her sister shook her head. “From the sound of it, it was a full-on attack. They killed people, and they burned down the building.”

      “Ouch.” She drummed her fingers, thinking. “Any idea of a motive? Any connections?”

      Morrigan shrugged. “They didn’t say. I looked the company up on the Internet before I came back down and found out they were the ones in charge of security for the Kraken and The Hunt.”

      Ruby frowned. “So, that’s two attacks on the Atlanteans. And a kid involved in both the Atlantean one and the Wood Elf one. Still, nothing really connects the one at Mist or the one at the Ebon Dragon.” Except, of course, Aces Security was behind the kidnapping attempt and the move on the Dragon. I wonder if they had anything to do with either of these others.

      Morrigan nodded. “It’s frustrating, not knowing what’s going on. Speaking of which, what exactly are you up to?”

      Ruby’s mind went into lockdown for a moment, surprised by the question. Then she shook her head and replied, “It’s best if no one knows. That way no one’s in danger.”

      “So there is something. I knew it. You’ll need help.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, trust me, I have all the help I need.”

      Her sister looked confused. “What do you mean?”

      Ruby waved a hand. “Can’t explain. Would if I could. Now, I think I need to find out more about what’s going on.”

      Morrigan touched her hand. “Promise me something.”

      Her seriousness stopped Ruby halfway out of her chair, and she sat again. “If I can.”

      “I get that you think some things have to be secret. Tell me whatever you can. Share information. I might see patterns or connections that you don’t since I know and talk to different people. I don’t have to seek news the way you might because it’s constantly flowing around me. Still, I won’t know what matters unless you keep me in the loop.”

      She considered the request. Truly, what her sister said was correct, and sharing some things wouldn’t bring her into any extra danger. “Okay. Done.”
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        * * *

      

      She headed to her room for a quick shower and a change of clothes, then portaled up to the garage near her surface house. She wandered inside, greeted her roommates, then knocked on Demetrius’s door. He called, “Come in,” and she did. He was in his usual spot, seated at his keyboard with three curved monitors in a semi-circle before him. She never understood most of what she saw on those displays; it was a blend of technology and magic that seemed almost alive in the way that it was constantly moving. The technologist inside her was interested, but she had other things demanding her attention.

      She asked, “Do you have time to take on a gig?”

      He shrugged and swiveled his chair away from the monitors to face her. “Maybe. Depends on what it is.”

      “I want you to collect as much data about criminal activity in town as you can.”

      “Wouldn’t be too hard. Public-sector databases, mostly, and they rarely have the strongest defenses. Why?”

      She kept her expression blank to hide her slight deception. “It’s for my family. They’ll pay your normal rate, no problem.”

      He chuckled. “Corporate espionage?”

      She shook her head. “More like self-defense. You heard about the attack on Deep Woods, right?”

      “Yeah. That sucks.”

      “It does. That’s why we need all the information we can get. I’m not sure if all the threads are being examined as a whole, or if Ely PD is looking at local crime, and the sheriff is looking at bigger stuff, and the Paranormal Defense Agency a whole set of other things. I need someone who can pull that all together.”

      He nodded. “Okay. I’m in. I should be able to have most of the raw data by tomorrow if I work overnight.”

      She stepped over and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re the best. And I’m not saying that in hopes of a discount.”

      Demetrius grinned and barked a laugh. “Good, because I don’t do discounts, not even for friends.”

      She waved as she departed, then hustled to her room, locked the door, and opened a portal back to her bedroom in the kemana. It took only a moment for Idryll to step through, and Ruby let the opening close. She pulled clothes from the dresser for the shapeshifter, then veiled her and led her out of the house, not stopping to talk with anyone. Once they were outside, they headed for the garage so she could create another portal. Idryll asked, “Where are we going?”

      “I have one more thing I need to put in place before we can really get started. We need an emergency hideout, and I know just the spot.” She created a portal to the bottom of the hill and sighed at the long climb leading to the abbey. A quick burst of magic transformed the tiger woman into a normal-looking human, and they walked up to the building at the top. A request to speak with the Abbot resulted in an escort to the man’s office, located in a part of the abbey Ruby hadn’t yet seen. He rose from behind his desk and smiled, extending a hand to shake both of theirs. “Ruby, so good to see you again. Who’s your friend?”

      “This is Idryll. Idryll, Abbott Thomas.”

      Her partner said, “A pleasure. This is an amazing place you have.”

      He nodded with a proud smile. “It’s astonishing what a group of like-minded people can accomplish, given enough time and motivation.” He gestured them to seats across his desk and returned to his own. “Now, what can I do for you?”

      Ruby asked, “Before, you mentioned that if someone sought sanctuary here, you would provide it. I wondered if that would extend to actively helping people in danger, or people who were injured.”

      A concerned frown replaced his smile. “Of course. That’s the very essence of providing sanctuary, aiding those in need.”

      Ruby nodded. “I had to ask. Idryll, you can show him.” Ruby let her illusion fall, hoping her words would lead the Abbott to conclude that her partner was the one who’d created it. His eyes widened at the sight of her in her tiger-woman form, then he smiled.

      “You’re beautiful. I especially like the colors in your hair.”

      Idryll replied with a smile, “Thank you. I am pleased you’re not frightened or shocked at my appearance.”

      Abbott Thomas shook his head. “We’ve seen many kinds here, and welcome all.”

      Ruby asked, “Do you have a place we could portal to in an emergency? Somewhere out of the way, where anyone visiting won’t see?”

      He rose and gestured toward the door. “Yes.”

      “You’re fine with us using this? It wouldn’t be except as a last resort, to get innocents out of trouble. I promise we won’t abuse the privilege.”

      He nodded as he led them down a short hallway and showed them an empty room. “Of course. Totally fine. We’ll put a bell in here so that anyone who comes in can ring for help.”

      Ruby felt a weight lift from her shoulders. “Great. Do you have a healer here?”

      “We have people with medical training, and we can always call for help. You can count on us, Ruby. We’ll take care of anyone you feel the need to place into our hands.”

      “Thank you, Abbott Thomas. I’ll find a way to repay you.”

      He laughed. “No matter. If there’s a reason we exist, helping people in times of need is it.”

      Ruby and Idryll wandered slowly back down the hill, side by side. The tiger woman asked, “So, are we ready?”

      Ruby nodded. “Definitely. Tomorrow, we start putting the pieces together and seeing where they lead.”
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      Demetrius was as good as his word, and by the next morning, Ruby had a memory stick with all the data he could find. She called the number Diana had given her and was surprised when someone different answered. A female voice said, “Ruby?”

      “Yeah, who is this?” As an afterthought, “How did you know it was me?”

      The person on the other end of the line laughed. “Well, first, caller ID. Also, when the boss hands out cards, the numbers are unique, so this number will always be you. I’m Glam, or Kayleigh, whichever you prefer.”

      “Yeah, then, this is Ruby, obviously.” She paused for a second to get her mouth to stop leading her brain. “I have some data I was wondering if you could take a look at, maybe help me sort through.”

      “Oh, I think that’s something we can do. Hang on a sec.” The line was silent for half a minute, then her voice returned. “The boss says she’ll pick you up outside the Drow’s shop, whatever that means, in a half-hour. She’ll bring you over here, and we’ll work on what you have.”

      “Perfect.” She said her goodbyes and headed for the meet. A half-hour later, she stepped through the portal into the agents’ secret base. They arrived in a room that seemed like it was designed specifically for that purpose, based on the lack of furniture. It was all metal and strange shapes and looked like something that would have been a perfect set for a science fiction movie.

      Diana apologized and left for a meeting. Rath escorted Ruby into a highly technological workspace. Brightly lit, clean, with lots of metal and plastic, it was the sort of workshop she could appreciate. A woman with blonde curls that fell below her shoulders popped up from a desk in the corner and said with a smile, “You have to be Ruby, obviously. I’m Kayleigh. Over there is Deacon.” She raised her voice and called, “Deacon, say hello.” The man in the office to their right lifted a hand and obediently shouted, “Hello,” then went back to his computers.

      The other woman waved her forward to a set of monitors mounted along one wall. “You said you had some data?”

      Ruby nodded and held out the memory stick. “One of my roommates is a really good infomancer.”

      “Excellent. Always good to have extra people around to carry the load, right? Even Deacon and I find it challenging on occasion to handle all the investigation we’re asked to do.”

      Kayleigh sat at the keyboard in front of the monitors and called up the data. “Okay, pretty standard stuff, database of locations and events, categorized. I can work with that.” She tapped the keys, and a map appeared on the biggest monitor and started to populate with markers in various colors. Text boxes materialized beside them and filled in the details. A robbery here, a break-in there, plus the big events marked in bright red. Each icon glowed with a different intensity, and it only took her a moment to realize it was a reference to the timeline, and more recent things were brighter. Once new data stopped popping onto the map, Kayleigh said, “Okay, we have a good baseline here. Now, what specific information are you looking for?”

      “There’s a black market in magic items going on in town, as you know, at least partly located in pawnshops. Since the same person owns several of these businesses, I wondered if there might be a distribution point or something like that. Somewhere that stuff from out of town lands before they put it out into the individual locations.”

      Kayleigh looked back over her shoulder with a frown. “That’s a bit of a leap, at least based on this data. Why do you think it exists?”

      “I guess it’s instinct. Maybe I heard something I’m not consciously aware of. It feels like a strong possibility.”

      The tech turned to her computer and drummed her fingers on the desk for a moment. “Okay, if a storage location does exist, we can assume there would be repeated traffic between that site and the pawnshops in question. I don’t suppose you know which ones they are?”

      Ruby replied, “Only one.”

      Kayleigh gave a small snort. “Never mind then, that wouldn’t be useful.” She picked up a headset and put it on. “Deacon?” She paused, then continued, “I need access to all the traffic cam records for Ely, Nevada. Say, for the last month.” She paused again, clearly listening, then said, “Now, of course.” Another pause, this one accompanied by a shake of her head. “No, I don’t care if you’re in the middle of an arena battle, do it.”

      After a few minutes, the data she wanted appeared, and she set the machine to analysis. Lines began to draw on the display, paths from place to place by vehicles, the tech explained. They watched as tracks covered the image, then she hit some buttons and only the thickest ones, representing the frequently taken routes, remained. When she highlighted the pawnshops, it became clear that a path connected a bunch of them back to the same small warehouse at the edge of town. Kayleigh laughed. “Well, look at that. If there is one, that’s the spot.”

      The other computer wrangler wandered in at that point, apparently having finished whatever game he was playing. Kayleigh surrendered her seat, waved at him to take her place, and asked, “Can you whip up some real-time satellite on that place?”

      He shook his head. “You say that like it doesn’t involve hacking a national security satellite to do it.”

      Kayleigh looked at Ruby and rolled her eyes. “Come on, don’t complain. You know you love messing with the government.”

      He laughed. “She’s not wrong.” A few moments later they got an image showing a warehouse in an industrial area surrounded by several similar constructions. The top-down angle wasn’t particularly useful, and the tech accessed Google Street View to show more views of the spot.

      Rath commented, “You should learn how to fly. You could land on the roof from one of those nearby buildings.”

      Ruby laughed. “I’ll get right on that. Know anyone who can teach me?”

      “I can fly. I have a flight suit.”

      She blinked. “Really?”

      Kayleigh replied, “Yep. He flies really well. It’s basically a box with retractable wings and a harness. More glider than anything, but he has great body control and can make it work almost like it was under power.”

      Ruby smiled down at him. “Well, okay. I’ll put that on my to-do list, and maybe you can teach me.”

      He nodded with a grin. “Will. Fun.”

      Kayleigh said, “So, I imagine you’re going to take a look at this place in person, is that right?”

      “Yeah. I’m not happy about what’s happening in town, and it wouldn’t surprise me at all if the people who were behind the black market had a role in the other stuff as well.”

      The tech crossed to her work area in the corner and pulled a small box off the shelf. She turned and set it on one of the room’s plastic-covered tables. She opened it to reveal an earpiece tiny enough to fit completely inside her ear. “The boss is giving you access to our comms system. You won’t be able to hear our communications unless we want you to, but you can call us with it at any time. Deacon and I will give you a hand if you need computer or technical support while you’re in the field, assuming we’re not already on some other task.”

      She handed over the device, and Ruby turned it over in her hands. “It’ll connect all the way to here?”

      The tech nodded. “We piggyback on some other stuff, but yeah, there’s really nowhere you can go on the planet that we won’t be able to connect with you. Well, except maybe New Atlantis.”

      Ruby laughed. “I don’t think I’m set for an ocean vacation anytime soon. They don’t exactly encourage tourists.”

      Kayleigh nodded. “That, they do not.” She closed the box and returned it to the shelf. Turning back, she said, “If you use the code word Aries, that’ll be essentially a nine-one-one call to us. Whoever we have available will come in force to help you. If we do, we’ll all probably wind up on the PDA’s radar. It seems like they’re taking quite an interest in the goings-on in Magic City.”

      Ruby frowned. “You’re the second person to tell me that in the last few days.”

      “They’re not exactly subtle. We don’t have any information on what their goal is, but those folks cast a wide net.” Her scowl showed her opinion of their methods. “You’d be wise to keep an eye out for them.”

      “Will do.”

      Kayleigh grinned. “Well, I think we’ve done all we can do for you. You have a half-hour or so before Diana gets back, and I know she’d like to say goodbye. So, Rath, how about you give her a tour?”

      The troll swept up in a somersault. “First stop, come meet Max.”
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        * * *

      

      That night found Ruby and Idryll fully outfitted and ready to go. They were in matching clothes consisting of black boots, black tactical pants, black long sleeve shirts, black jackets, and the white masks Shentia had provided. Her partner wasn’t thrilled with wearing the outfit but agreed it made sense to do so, at least for now. Ruby guessed the tiger woman would eventually abandon the disguise, but that was something they’d have to figure out once they got there. In truth, as long as they didn’t appear in public both out of disguise, it wouldn’t matter if anyone saw her. Still, it felt like keeping things under wraps for the moment was a good idea.

      She had the toys Margrave had provided strapped onto a wide belt, except for the potions, which she’d hidden in her thigh pockets. The throwing knives were stuck in the belt, too; she hadn’t had a chance to come up with a better solution. The dagger was in a sheath at her hip, and she carried her sword in a scabbard on her back. She would coat it with force magic to turn it into a blunt object when battle permitted, but she was prepared to do real damage if the situation required it.

      They were crouched on a taller building across a small lane from the warehouse and had used the listening device to identify the opposition within. She knew several guards patrolled the structure, both on the bottom floor and on what was at least a catwalk, to judge by the ringing sound it made, or possibly a whole upper level with a metal surface. She pointed at a fire escape that ended at a door on the second floor. “I think that’s our entrance.”

      Idryll nodded. “Works for me. Take out the ones on the top quietly, then go after the rest?”

      “Excellent plan. Do your best not to kill anybody, but if it’s them or us, then it’s us. Assuming they’re armed or whatever.” She could never quite get a handle on her partner’s threshold for serious violence but figured the tiger-woman generally reached it much faster than Ruby hit hers.

      “Don’t worry about me. Just keep yourself alive while we’re working on opposite sides.”

      “You know it. Okay. Let’s do this.”
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      Ruby created a force slide, inwardly cursing her inability to simply portal to a spot she could easily see, and she and Idryll slid over to the fire escape. They landed with a light clatter and froze in place, waiting to find out if anyone discovered them. When no response came, Ruby tried the handle and found it locked. She stepped aside, and the tiger-woman extended a claw and raked it down through the small opening between door and jamb. Fortunately, the warehouse’s defenses weren’t high tech, and the barrier popped free. Ruby pulled it open enough for her partner to slip through and followed her in.

      It was a catwalk, but twice as wide as a normal one, with boxes scattered here and there. It ran around the entire rectangular skin of the warehouse, with a metal ladder descending at about the midway point on each side. This level was poorly lit, only some dim lamps hanging from the ceiling. Below, the main floor was awash in light from fixtures on the walls, and loud conversations echoed through the space as a handful of men opened crates and moved boxes.

      Idryll had gone to the left, so Ruby crept to her right, staying low and being as quiet as possible. If she’d been in charge of the building’s defenses, the guards on the catwalk would be walking a rotation. Instead, each was looking down at the first floor, the notion that someone might come in from above clearly never having entered their defensive plans. One more thing for the list, something to knock people out quietly without killing them. Lacking such an option, she crept until she was about five feet away from the man who leaned on the railing, his forearms resting on it as he bent to look below.

      She moved forward in a rush, reached out to put her hand over his mouth, and wrenched him backward with it. He slammed into the back wall with a muted clang, and she stepped across and delivered a right hook to his temple. She caught him as he went down and lowered him gently to the metal floor. Thank heaven these morons have their weapons holstered. The man’s rifle was on a strap, but if he’d been holding a pistol, there’s no way it wouldn’t have fallen and given her away. She disarmed him and hid the weapons behind some nearby boxes, then peered over at where Idryll had gone and saw the guard from that side had vanished. Now the challenge would be getting to the remaining two before they noticed their friends had disappeared. Ruby called up a veil and moved quickly, confident after taking a quick look at the downed guard’s gear that the criminals didn’t have magic detectors.

      Her target’s head whipped around at a clatter from across the room, and Ruby was still too far away to cover his mouth. She reflexively blasted him with lightning, hoping to lock up his muscles and keep him quiet. The noise from below masked the crackling sound and the first part of the plan went off perfectly as her target stiffened but didn’t shout. Part two, where she got close and took him down quietly, wasn’t quite as perfect. The man leaned to his left, balanced on the railing for a minute, and tipped over. It was almost like watching a slow-motion action movie, how his tumbling body moved through space on the way down. When he crashed into a low stack of boxes at the bottom, things snapped back into full speed as shouts and gunshots rang out.

      Ruby put one hand on the railing and leapt over it, dropping fast and blunting her impact with a burst of force magic. She landed right beside a human with a wicked scar across his forehead. He pointed his weapon at her with an impressive lack of shock, and she slapped it away before he could pull the trigger. His response was swift, a quick jab from his offhand that caught her in the shoulder as she ducked away to protect her face. She flashed out a double punch, both fists connecting simultaneously with his chest and causing him to stumble backward. As she charged in with a follow-up, he planted his foot and snapped out a kick, forcing her to abandon her attack and curve off to the side. The new angle showed her more of the building’s first floor, and she realized more enemies were present than she’d thought.

      Idryll was a whirl of motion across the way, occupying a couple of the black market warehouse workers. However, at least six more remained and guns were coming out in everybody’s hands, which meant she had no time to delay. Ruby whipped the sword from her back, wrapped it in force magic, and slashed out at her opponent with all her strength. It caught him with a heavy blow on the chest, and bones cracked as he flew backward. She charged toward the next, calling up a force shield in her left hand to block the bullets firing at her. Even as a blunt instrument, her sword was a devastating weapon. She swiped across to knock the man’s gun out of his hand by shattering his wrist, then hacked it down to smash into his knee, destroying the joint. He fell with a scream, and she kicked his pistol away as she positioned herself to face her next enemy.

      The man fired a pair of pistols at her, seizing the triggers in an almost convulsive fashion. She’d tried to use two simultaneously at the range once, to see what it was like, and had been unable to hit with either of them. Her foe had the same problem. She dashed at him and jumped in the air, snapping out a front kick that connected with his forearms as he frantically tried to block his face. She landed and spun, delivering a sidekick to his sternum that dropped him gasping to the floor. Ahead, a door slammed open as one of the three remaining bad guys fled. She called, “Get him, kitty cat.”

      Idryll's voice floated back as she dashed in pursuit. “Don’t call me kitty cat.”

      Ruby grinned as she stalked toward the two hoodlums left standing. This pair had gotten smart and were far enough apart that she couldn’t engage both of them at once with her weapon or her fists. She summoned a force shield to intercept the oncoming bullets, sheathed her sword in a swift motion, and reached out with a line of force to snag a nearby wooden crate. She whipped her arm forward and threw the container at the one on the right, and he had only enough time to screech in fear before it leveled him. Ruby walked calmly toward the remaining foe, holding her shield in front of her as she approached. He fired the gun dry, then fumbled to replace the magazine.

      At that moment, she let her shield go, stepped forward, and knocked the weapon out of his hand with an open-handed slap. She stopped, staring at him. He’d see the illusion of a cat’s face, a little touch that her partner had approved. The man threw a punch, and she blocked it easily. He tried for a kick, and she stopped that, too. Then she imagined invisible bands covering his body, and her force magic reached out to make it a reality. He stiffened, arms dropped at his side, then fell. She caught him before his head struck the floor and laid him gently down.

      A clatter from the doorway came as Idryll returned and threw the man she was dragging halfway across the room. He hit the cement floor hard and screeched. From the strange angle of his arm, it was clear that at least one bone had snapped, either before or after his short flight.

      Ruby shook her head. “You broke him. What if we needed to have a conversation?”

      Her partner snorted. “First, if you want prisoners, say so. Second, this one is too stupid to know anything. He tried to hide behind a bush. From me. I mean, that wouldn’t work against anyone, but against me? Downright insulting.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Well, I guess he got what he deserved, then. Fortunately, I have one for us to talk to.” A door led into an office area, which was doubtless where the extra bad guys had come from, and she used force magic to drag the bound prisoner in that direction. “Make sure none of these jerks can leave, ideally without hurting them more. I saw some rope over there in the corner. I’ll get this guy ready, and we’ll have a conversation.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby had put the man in a chair and tied him with some extension cords she’d found so she wouldn’t have to maintain the flow of magic. She pushed the chair back against the wall so he couldn’t hurl himself backward and break his head and sat on the edge of the beat-up metal desk that was the room’s only other furniture. When Idryll returned, she stood in the doorway with her arms crossed, looking menacing.

      They went quickly through the preliminaries, with the man refusing to share any useful information. He swore and threatened and was generally unhelpful. That lasted right up until the moment Idryll stomped forward, extended a single claw, and showed it to him before using it to slice a shallow furrow in his face. After that demonstration, he was far more willing to answer.

      Ruby asked, “Who’s in charge of your operation?”

      He was sweating with pain or fear, and his voice trembled. “We work for the dwarf. Tarrant.”

      “Is he the top of the food chain?”

      The man shook his head. “Don’t know. I doubt it. He’s not so smart.”

      “What is this place?”

      “What does it look like?” Idryll shifted her weight toward him, and his sudden display of attitude vanished back into fear. “It’s a warehouse. Stuff comes in, and we uncrate it, or we put things together to go somewhere else. Not too often. Supposed to be a shipment tonight, but it didn’t come.”

      They asked several more questions, trying to glean information about Tarrant’s operation, the pawnshop break-in, plus the casino and security company attacks, but the man was useless. Finally, Ruby gave up in frustration although she masked it from their captive. “Okay, I think we’ve had enough from him. Let’s call in the sheriff.”

      The man looked panicked. “No, you can’t. They’ll know I talked to you. You have to hurt me some more, or maybe just make it look like you did, or the boss will get more suspicious.”

      Ruby exchanged glances with Idryll, who had also caught the comment. She replied, “More suspicious? If there’s something you’re not telling us, you’d better fix that right now, or we’ll make sure everyone outside knows that you spilled.”

      Any remaining resilience the man possessed ran out of him in a rush. “I’ve been dealing on the side. An expensive item disappeared recently, and the boss, or his boss, or someone noticed. They’ve been sniffing around. Asking questions.”

      “Who did you sell it to?”

      “Don’t know. The buyer used a drone. Sent the money, I checked it; then I sent the case with the items in it. No way of knowing who it was.”

      Drones are one of those areas where technology causes as many problems as it solves. She asked, “Okay, what was it?”

      “Armor. Technology and magic, I think. It was apparently really rare. I got a good price for it.” The last was said almost as a justification.

      Ruby shook her head. “I’d suggest when you get out of prison, that you find a new line of work. You’re definitely not smart enough for this one.” She led Idryll outside. “I think it’s time for you to go home. I need to call the sheriff and have a chat with her.”

      She expected an argument, but one didn’t come. After her partner was home, she pulled the burner phone she’d taken to carrying when she couldn’t use hers from her belt, turned it on, and called the sheriff’s office to report a crime.
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      After making the call, Ruby collected all the fallen hoodlums and gathered them in the center of the room, ensuring they were all securely tied together. She protected the ones with broken or damaged limbs with force splints while she moved them, but she couldn’t feel too badly about it. She and Idryll hadn’t killed anyone, and she was certain they wouldn’t have returned that favor if things had gone their way. She also grabbed a canvas bag lying in a corner and filled it with the objects that looked most valuable. She imagined they would sit in an evidence locker for years and doubted their owners would want to wait for them that long. Plus, if we can’t figure out who owns them, maybe we can sell them and donate the money or something.

      When she heard sirens in the distance, she took her collection and headed up to the catwalk. She opened a portal and threw the bag into the bedroom at her parents’ house, then summoned a veil and hid in the corner. She watched as the local police department and Sheriff Alejo came in with guns raised and made sure the danger had passed. This crime scene was much different than the one at the pawnshop. Technicians and officers worked methodically, clearing out the prisoners and taking inventory of what had transpired, looking for clues. More like the cop shows she’d seen, although still not quite the same.

      She waited and watched, and finally, the sheriff went into a corner to take a phone call. Ruby carefully crossed so she was above her, and when Alejo clicked off, Ruby created a force magic tunnel to carry her whisper from the top floor to the bottom. The illusion changed her voice, making it sound older and harsher than it was. “Sheriff. Don’t be alarmed. I’m about to come down to talk to you.”

      The other woman started, then looked around, including up. Ruby cast a different veil to separate the sheriff from the rest of the people on the bottom floor and dropped the one hiding her. She put one hand on the railing and vaulted over, using force magic to stop her fall.

      Alejo took in the figure before her, doubtless wondering why she’d chosen to look like a humanoid cat. Maybe someday you’ll find out. The sheriff’s right hand rested on her holstered pistol. “Who are you?”

      Ruby replied, “A friend.”

      “To me? Don’t believe we’ve met.”

      She shook her head. “To the citizens of Ely. You as well. You can call me, uh, Leopard.” Way to go, Ruby. Show up in disguise without a good name. Might as well tell her who you really are since she’ll probably figure out there’s only one person she’s met recently so desperately awkward as to forget they needed a secret name.

      The other woman nodded. “Okay, Leopard.” She managed not to make it sound ridiculous, which was a plus. “What are you doing here?”

      Ruby shrugged. “Helping.”

      “Violating a ton of laws, more like. Breaking and entering, assault, battery, criminal mischief, we can go on.”

      She shook her head. “Things are getting bad in Magic City, Sheriff. You can’t pretend you don’t see it. Since magic is involved, I’m sorry to say that puts it out of your league, more or less.”

      Alejo frowned. “I have resources.”

      “I have no doubt you’re using them to their greatest effect. That doesn’t change things. Unless you get a sudden influx of personnel or tech, most magicals will have an edge. They won’t have quite as much of one against me.”

      The other woman scowled. “I’d like to say that you’re wrong. I’d like to be able to say that the law’s sufficient. These days, it seems as if our corner of the world is getting weirder by the minute, so those statements would be lies.”

      She smiled encouragingly. “No argument here. So, I’ll help.”

      Alejo nodded. “Let’s get one thing clear, though. The moment you step out of line and hurt an innocent or something you do results in harm to someone who shouldn’t be, I’ll come for you without reservation. You don’t have a mandate. You don’t have permission. At best, you have a time in which I’ll focus my energies elsewhere.” She laughed darkly. “Heaven knows I have plenty of other things to focus on.”

      “Understood. I’ll share information freely with you if you do the same.”

      The sheriff sighed. “Yes, sure, of course.” At that moment, Ruby realized how frustrated the other woman was, how close to being overwhelmed by her inability to solve the mysteries cropping up.

      “So, what can you tell me about the Deep Woods?”

      This laugh was starker still. “Not a damn thing, really. I managed a look at the crime scene, a couple of floors of blood and damage, and a bedroom with a chalk outline. That’s all I got before the Paranormal Defense Agency took over, since, as you mentioned, magic was involved.” Her eyes narrowed. “Was it you?”

      Ruby shook her head and put as much honesty as she could into her voice. “Never.”

      Alejo stared at her, then nodded acknowledgment. “If you say so. Anyway, the mother is in a coma in the hospital, and the son is now running the casino. The family will never be the same. There’s no reason for it, not that I can see.”

      “Me neither. Together, maybe we’ll figure it out.”

      The other woman asked, “Why did you want to talk to me in particular?”

      “First, because you’re top of the food chain. Second, because there’s nothing in your history that suggests you’re anything other than honest, dedicated, and at need, pragmatic. I don’t think anyone else on your force would’ve been as open-minded.”

      “So what you’re saying is that I’m an easily manipulated idiot.”

      Ruby grinned. “That’s certainly not how I would describe you. In any case, it’s time for me to go because someone’s coming to look for you.”

      The sheriff looked over her shoulder, then returned her gaze to Ruby. “How do I contact you?”

      Ruby shook her head. “You don’t. I’ll contact you.” She called in another veil, effectively banishing herself from the woman’s vision, then made her way slowly to the exit. It wasn’t a particularly dramatic departure, but the important thing was that no one noticed her.

      If she’d looked up before rounding the corner and casting a portal to leave the area, she might’ve noticed the hooded figure that watched from a nearby building. As it was, that person also remained unnoticed.
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        * * *

      

      Jared pulled his SUV into the garage at Aces Security and killed the engine with a growl. Although their last action had been a complete success, and their experts were right now digging through all the data they collected to ensure the other company would never be viable again, it didn’t feel like a win. It was the news of the killing on that same night that made him feel that way, as if the boss was using his company as a diversion for something bigger. He didn’t like the thought that he wasn’t involved in the most important actions, not one bit.

      He exited the car and slammed the door, an admittedly childish move that entirely failed to lessen his frustration. He stomped up the stairs to his office and had enough time to make himself a drink—double whiskey on the rocks—and sit behind his desk before his partner walked in. The dwarf said, “The thing at Deep Woods is irritating as hell.” Grentham dropped into the chair across the desk with a snarl of annoyance.

      Jared nodded. “Right? I’m not sure if we got played or not, setting up our event for that night, but it sure seems like we did.”

      “It’s that lunatic Goryo who’s behind it. I’m sure of it.”

      “Me too. The real question is whether he did it on his own, or because the boss told him to.”

      His partner scowled. “Yeah, I’ve asked myself that a bunch of times. Can’t come to a useful answer though, so I guess it doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. Still, if I see that guy, I’m going to put him down. I have no faith that he won’t come after us, eventually.”

      “What would the boss say?” It wasn’t a condemnation of the idea, not at all, only a consideration of the outcome.

      The dwarf chuckled. “I’ll burn the body so badly no one will ever know who did it. The boss might suspect, but there will be no evidence left to prove it. Trust me. I can make sure of it.”

      Jared didn’t doubt that his partner could do what he’d said. “Let’s consider that our last option, though. Maybe there’s a way we can turn this to our advantage. Blame some things on him, that sort of thing.”

      The dwarf shrugged, and it didn’t look like agreement. “Relatedly, how can we turn the thing at Deep Woods into a benefit?”

      He replied, “Well, the kid has already put out a call for proposals to beef up security, so we’ll put in a bid. I’ll lowball it to see if we can get in there.”

      “Good, good. We’re still going to have the company officially stay away from the Atlanteans for a while?”

      Jared sighed. “As much as I don’t want to, I think it’s the right decision. Delayed gratification on that one.” He sat up in his chair and leaned forward, his mouth twisting into a frown. “I have to tell you something though, in strictest confidence. Swear to me you won’t breathe a word of it.”

      The dwarf matched his change in posture. “Sworn. Of course. What’s up?”

      “Up ’til now, I felt pretty good about the idea that the boss had long-term plans for us. That once he’d accomplished what he wanted to here in Ely, he’d move on to other things and leave us in charge. I’ve lost that faith, and now I wonder if he intends for us to be with him at the other end of all this.”

      Grentham nodded. “Have to admit; I’ve had the same thought. Think it’s time we did something about it?”

      “I do. Nothing huge, yet. Still, making sure we always have bodyguards with us, at least until the stuff all shakes out, might be a good idea.”

      The dwarf chuckled. “Might put a bit of a damper on your dating life.”

      Jared gave a crooked smile. “Yeah, I already thought of that, and I still think it’s a good idea. That should tell you how concerned I am.”

      “It does. I agree. Bodyguards, lower profile, treat ourselves like principals in need of protection.”

      “Exactly. Glad we’re agreed.”

      The dwarf said, “I already have a couple I can detail to myself. Do you want me to pick some for you?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, please do. Make sure at least one of them is a magical since I’m not.”

      “You got it.” The dwarf rose and headed for the door. “I’ll arrange it right now. I think this is a good idea. Oh, and we’re still good for the other thing, right?”

      “Of course. The boss told us to do it, so we have to do it. And do it big, so he decides we’re worth keeping around.”

      Grentham grinned. “Perfect. I’m a huge fan of big. I’ll make it happen. You focus on selling us to the elves.”

      The door closed behind him, and Jared nodded to himself. Yeah, do it big. Because if the boss decides we’re expendable, no amount of bodyguards can keep us safe for long.
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      After a long nap to make up for spending the night before out on the streets, Ruby threw her finds in a backpack and headed out to Shentia's shop. She’d asked Idryll to stay behind, still not willing to share that connection unnecessarily. So much hidden information to keep track of. It seems like I’m coming down with a bad case of the secrets as well. She found the Drow sitting in her customary spot behind the counter in the front room and leaned on the display case that separated that section of the space from the entrance. “I have a question for you,” she said without preamble.

      Shentia inclined her head. “Ask, and if I can, I shall answer.”

      “I heard yesterday that a magic item was recently sold here in town. The source said it was some sort of armor, possibly a blend of technology and magic, maybe only magic, I can’t be sure. It would’ve been small enough to fit in a case. Something like a briefcase was the impression I got, so it must be kind of unique.”

      The other woman nodded. “I’ve heard of such a thing, and rumors said it had made its way to the city. Probably this is what your source is referring to. It was created a very long time ago; no one knows by whom. The pieces are a collar, two bracelets, and two ankle bands. Separately, they are useless. Once put together and invoked with the appropriate word, they create a suit of magical armor, the stored power spreading from piece to piece. It’s reputed to be very powerful against both magic and mundane attacks.”

      Ruby breathed, “Dammit. That doesn’t sound good.”

      “If this is in the hands of an enemy, then I very much agree with your assessment. Still, there are sure to be a few ways to overcome it. The most likely to be successful would be to overload it with concentrated damage so that a given piece fails, or to outlast it. The suit will only endure for as long as the power in the receptacles does. The final option would be to break one of the individual pieces. If one fails, they all do.”

      “Would it be more vulnerable to physical damage or magical damage?”

      The other woman shrugged. “There’s no way to be sure. Some believe a magic’s opposite is more powerful against it. I think that in some cases that’s true, but not always. However, I’ve never heard tell of what power this one uses; or, rather, I’ve heard multiple stories that do not match up. One says shadow, the next fire.”

      Ruby pictured what a full-body fire shield would look like and shuddered at the idea of having to face one. “That would be quite the impressive visual, anyway.”

      The Drow chuckled. “Yes, indeed it would. Imagine that in the eyes of a less sophisticated culture. That certainly argues for the possibility that the armor might have multiple magics so the wearer could use particular modes to impress different groups.”

      Ruby sighed. “Okay. Well, if I’m lucky, maybe I’ll be wrong about having to deal with it. Perhaps some benevolent collector bought it, right?”

      The dark elf lifted an eyebrow. “Almost certainly. If you believe the world tends towards goodness.”

      “Well, I might be in trouble then.”

      “Speaking of trouble, I hear news of a fracas on the surface. Some sort of warehouse. Have you heard about such a thing?”

      Ruby laughed. “I’m sure your information sources are impeccable. In fact, I do know something about that event.” She pulled the backpack off and set the bag on the case in front of her, then took out the individual pieces inside. The Drow left her chair to examine them one by one, her expertise on display as she lifted, turned, poked, and prodded.

      “Impressive haul. I would not have thought you one to indulge in thievery, however.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Definitely not. These looked very valuable, and I didn’t want them to sit in an evidence locker forever. Plenty of other, smaller stuff was around to make whatever charges they wanted stick. I hoped you might get them back to their owners, and if they can’t be found, maybe you could sell them.”

      The Drow nodded. “I can attempt to do so. Consignment?”

      She waved the idea away. “No, let’s call it a credit against future needs, in any amount you think appropriate.”

      The other woman laughed. “Don’t you know you’re not supposed to trust Drow? Everyone says so.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “If I’m ever in accordance with what everyone says, I’ll know something’s wrong with me. I trust everyone until they give me a reason not to.”

      Shentia reached under the counter and came up with a bag that she sat on the case with a clank. “A friend asked me to give these to you. They are healing and energy potions, contained in unbreakable metal flasks. Good for those who find themselves wading into danger on a regular basis. Or perhaps, for those who might make a habit of getting blown up in a casino.”

      Ruby chuckled and took them. “Thank you. Diana?”

      The other woman shook her head. “No, Nylotte.”

      “I don’t know her. Strange that she would give me a gift.”

      “She values Diana highly. Unless I miss my guess, you’ll have the opportunity to meet Nylotte before too long. When she takes an interest in something, she’s fairly tenacious about it.”

      “Is that common among Drow? Because it seems like it might apply to you too.”

      The other woman laughed. “Perhaps not among Drow, but certainly among Drow who are interested in magical objects. The trails we must follow require intense focus. So, we don’t give up easily.”

      Ruby zipped up the backpack and shrugged it on. “Seems like good qualities to have. Thank you for your help.”

      Shentia nodded. “You are certainly welcome. I will try to find the owners of these pieces. Be safe.”

      As she opened the door, Ruby replied, “I’ll do my best.”

      As she closed the door behind her, she was startled as another voice said, “Try your best to what?”

      She turned with a growl to see her sister leaning against the building with her arms crossed. “None of your business.”

      “What are you up to?”

      “Also none of your business, but I can see you’ll keep stalking me until I tell you. I’m gathering information for the police so I can share it with Sheriff Alejo. Someone has to do something, and I know people who can find information and need someone to pass it on. I’ll also share it with you when I’ve got it together, as I promised.”

      A smug look appeared on Morrigan's face. “That explains why you went in there with a full backpack and came out with an empty one, how?”

      “Again, none of your business.”

      Her sister took a step forward, and her expression and tone became almost pleading. “Whatever you’re doing, I can help. Let me.”

      Ruby scowled and turned away, calling back, “No, you can’t. Now go home.”

      Right at the edge of her hearing, she heard her sister’s muttered, “We’ll see about that.”
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        * * *

      

      After returning home to pick up Idryll, she portaled to the garage and headed back into her house. One of these days, I’m gonna confess what I am to my roommates so I can quit having to use the garage and portal in and out of the house. This is ridiculous. Still, part of her understood that her parents wouldn’t bother to keep it secret without reason, and given the need to keep other secrets in her life now, maintaining this one wasn’t nearly as annoying as it had been. She found Demetrius playing video games with Shiannor and watched for a while. When he lost a round of Mario Kart, she tapped him on the shoulder. He looked up. “Cutting in?”

      She laughed. “No, but I hoped to talk with you. In private.”

      Shiannor lifted an eyebrow and made a lascivious woo sound, and she gave him a mock scowl. “In your dreams, pointy.”

      “That’s entirely racist, you round-eared barbarian,” he replied neutrally. It was a thing they did, and neither took offense.

      Demetrius’s room was closer, and he flopped down on his bed as she sat backward on his task chair. He asked, “Okay, what can I do for you?”

      For an entirely unexpected moment, she really wanted to join him on the bed and see where that might lead. Instead, she closed her eyes and forced her attention back to where it belonged. “I have to ask you for a favor, a big one. You’ll get a retainer paid by Spirits, but that will take a week or two to arrange.”

      “I’m listening.” He propped himself up on his elbows to see her better.

      “I need to know what’s going on in this town. Whenever something bad is happening, I want to hear about it right away. Like an early warning system. You’re usually on your computer, and I know you can hack into anything you want to, so I figure you’re the right person to ask.”

      “Why?” The fact that he didn’t protest his inability to do it gave her hope.

      “It’s for the good of the city. We have to stop these people, and if you tell me, then I can tell others. Because of who my family is, they might listen.”

      “Why are you getting involved? How does this affect you?”

      She squeezed the back of the chair with her fingers. “It’s not about me. Someone has to do this, and I can. I have advantages that others don’t. That puts me in a good position.”

      He thought about it for a second, then nodded. “Okay. I’ll help, and I’ll ask the others what they’ve seen and heard. But know this. I’m not going to follow orders blindly. If I think something’s weird, I’ll do what I feel like I need to do, including calling the police, the sheriff, the FBI, whatever. I won’t out you or anything, but I also won’t keep secrets that could lead to people getting hurt.”

      Ruby nodded. “I can’t ask for more than that.” She reached into her thigh pocket and pulled out an earpiece. “This is an encrypted communicator to allow us to stay in touch. It’s comfortable enough to wear most of the time if you want, but we can use phones for most of our connections. It’s just that if I’m going to investigate something you find, or whatever, it would be nice to be able to communicate with you.” She tossed it across the room, and he caught it easily.

      “Did you make this?”

      She nodded. “I helped. Margrave did most of the work.”

      Demetrius frowned. “Ruby, are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

      She rose out of the chair and slapped the back of it with a palm. “One hundred percent. Absolutely.”

      He laughed. “Sounds like a lie.”

      She shrugged, grinned, and headed for the door. “Thanks, Demetrius. I knew I could count on you.” All the support pieces are in place. Now it’s on me not to screw it up.
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      Goryo lay on the bed in his rented house, staying as motionless as possible so the custom blend of healing medicines he’d taken could do their work. It wasn’t as good as the potions the magicals had, but it would still get him on his feet faster than without it. His eyes were closed, and his earpiece fed sound from the listening devices he’d left behind at the security company. He usually downloaded the information and listened at his leisure, but he was bored, so he was eavesdropping in real-time.

      When the two owners’ voices had come through the receiver in the garage, he’d climbed up out of a half-sleep to listen more intently. They entered the car they regularly used together, based on the fact that he heard them conversing on that pickup fairly often. The human asked, “So, everything’s good for tonight?”

      The dwarf replied, “Definitely. We have the best of the best ready to go.”

      “Any change in the objectives?”

      A short laugh. “I’m going to give them free rein to cause as much havoc as possible. Avoiding civilian casualties where possible, of course. We’ll beat on the security personnel and the people who work there if they do anything other than run away, though. Plus, we’ll do everything we can to damage the casino enough that it’s forced to close. If the owners are there, we’ll take them down.”

      The other man muttered something inaudible, then continued, “If only we could’ve nabbed the kid on our first attempt, we’d be moving onto another place already.” The worry in his voice was unmistakable.

      His partner spoke in a low, calm tone, clearly attempting to soothe his companion. “Don’t worry about it. My people will get us back on track tonight. Then the boss can point us at our next target. We’re already thinning the competition, everything’s moving in the right direction, and it all looks good going forward. Try not to freak out too much.”

      The human laughed. “Screw you.”

      “There’s the Jared we all know and love.” Their conversation turned to unimportant things, and Goryo flicked off the receiver. So, they’re going after the Atlantean casino. Makes sense. That’s something I can use to my benefit.

      He forced himself up out of bed with a groan and headed for the laptop computer on the desk in the house’s small office. A few keystrokes called up the Kraken's blueprints, provided by the best infomancer he knew, and he examined them carefully. Okay, when things start to happen downstairs, it will freak out the owners and their kid. They’ll retreat to the secure floor in the casino and hold there to see what happens, most likely. If I can move into position, I can hit them when they get there, or at least kidnap the child. I need to know more than I do now.

      He clicked the icon to launch a secure communication program his magical computer genius had provided and typed.

      Free for twelve?

      A message came back almost instantly.

      Can be.

      Standard rates?

      Sure.

      Excellent. Here’s what I need you to do.

      He gave the infomancer several things to research, a series of actions to take immediately, and others to do when the action kicked off. He promised to send a signal to trigger the latter when he saw the security company moving. Closing the app deleted the information and overwrote the memory that had contained it.

      He showered quickly and headed for the walk-in closet that held his gear. He slipped on the same outfit he’d worn before, with an undamaged set of fitted body armor underneath. Only three of the protective sheaths had come with him to Ely, and he couldn’t reuse them until his armorer had replaced whatever required replacing. He strapped his pistols into place and slid a dart gun with custom ammunition into the holster at the small of his back.

      Next up was the harness for his sword, which he shrugged on and adjusted to ensure it was positioned properly for an over-the-shoulder draw. Any hesitation could be fatal when matters were up-close like they would be if he had to turn to the blade. Then he opened the case that contained his secret weapon. He slipped on the bracelets and ankle cuffs, then snapped the collar closed around his neck. He covered it all with a dark jacket that zipped up past the collar and had a slit that allowed the hilt of the sword to stick out. Pockets held extra magazines for his pistols and several other potentially useful tools. Fully equipped, he headed to the garage to start his drive to the casino.
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        * * *

      

      Grentham hopped out of the car and walked toward the door to the storage space he’d rented, as always through a deniable third party. The SUV peeled out behind him, his partner wanting to make sure he was as far from the action as it was possible to be. As usual. Grentham shook his head. He’d say it’s good business. I think if it looks like cowardice and acts like cowardice, it’s probably cowardice. But what the hell do I know? I’m not going in tonight either.

      Waiting inside the large building were his two bodyguards and the team he’d send in to take on the Atlanteans that night. Unlike the last action, this crew included magicals and humans to overwhelm the casino security, both with numbers and power. He didn’t doubt there would be some magicals among their guards, but that’s what overwhelming force was designed for, taking on more powerful enemies.

      He made a gesture so they would stay seated and climbed up on an ammunition crate to ensure they could all see him. “Okay, people. Here’s the deal. You’re going to go into the Kraken and create as much trouble as possible. Break things, take out the guards, steal money from the casino if you can, but be sure you make a total mess of the place. I want them to have no option but to close for some serious renovation, get me?”

      Nods and smiles traveled around the room, and one bold soul confirmed, “We get you.”

      Grentham nodded. “Good. Primary objective is what I said. Wreck the casino and take out its security. While most of you are causing chaos on the first floor, a team will go up into the administrative offices to secure whatever confidential materials happen to be available. If we can find the owners, they become the main priority for that group. I can’t imagine they’ll stay; odds are they’ll portal out at any sign of danger. If you get a sense that they’re present, eliminating them becomes the most important thing.” His team’s expressions showed they wouldn’t have any problem pulling the trigger on the casino owners, which meant he’d chosen his people wisely.

      “Finally, if you get any suggestion of significant force coming against you, whether it’s additional guards, police, whatever, drop smoke grenades and get the hell out. Hit, fade, and fight another day. Cars will be waiting a block away, right where we planned. Do as much damage as you can without getting dead. Any questions?”

      None came. “Okay. Vans are outside. Get a move on.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby’s burner phone rang, and she laughed as she answered. “Demetrius, you’re right down the hall.”

      His tone drove her mirth away. “There’s a hack underway on all the casinos and the Ely PD. It has a signature I recognize from an infomancer who goes by the handle Scimitar. She’s one of the best and has been linked to criminal enterprises around the world. She’s like a hero among hackers. I can’t imagine why she’d be messing around here.”

      Ruby frowned. “Unless it’s part of something bigger, you mean. I get it. I’ll have the comm turned on from here on out, and I’ll head out to the Strip and see what I can see.”

      “Be careful.” He clicked off before she could reply.

      She said, “All right, kitty cat, let’s get a move on.” They dressed quickly, identically to their last outing. Ruby had found a slightly better way to hold the throwing knives, and they now rested in tiny sheaths on her belt, still loose enough to grab and throw in a single action. Her partner must’ve felt the same seriousness she did because Idryll offered no witty banter and made no effort to avoid wearing the disguise.

      Ruby nodded in approval when they were both geared up. “Well, you wanted an interesting life, right? Let’s go find one.” She summoned a portal, and they stepped through to an alley at one end of the Strip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby tapped the comm device in her ear through her mask. “Glam?”

      The tech’s voice came back an instant later. “Ruby, what do you need?”

      “There’s action going down, right now. Cyber attack that seems unlikely to be the start and end of something. Can you help me out?”

      Deacon’s voice came across the channel. “Of course we can. What do you need?”

      “The infomancer is going after all the casinos on the Strip and the PD as well, according to my local computer wizard. Doesn’t make sense, unless—

      “Unless it’s a smokescreen for a concentrated attack on one of them,” Glam interrupted. “I get you. Traffic cameras?”

      Deacon answered, “Traffic cameras.”

      Ruby said to Idryll, “They’re helping us. Breaking into the traffic cameras, I guess to see if they can spot anything weird.”

      The tiger woman nodded. “Excellent. Perhaps I should have an earpiece, too.”

      “If there’s anyone I could admit your existence to, I would think it would be safe to do it with them. I’m not sure the magic of the venamisha would agree, though.”

      Her partner shrugged. “You could try.”

      Ruby grinned. “I could try.”

      Glam’s voice broke in. “Deacon’s spotted three vans moving in a way that looks coordinated. They’re headed toward the other end of the Strip and are currently at about the midpoint.”

      “Okay, hang on. We’ll get closer.” Ruby opened a portal, and she and Idryll skipped through to a spot between The Hunt and the Kraken.

      Glam reported, “Vans drove up the sidewalk to the Kraken and stopped outside the casino doors. People with guns are piling out.”

      “Got it.” She assumed the techs had a drone in action somewhere to have that information. Ruby threw a veil around herself and Idryll, and they headed off at a run. “Can you contact the Ely PD?”

      Glam answered, “Negative. Communication is down.”

      Ruby replied, “Hang on a sec.” They were close enough to see the vans, which looked utterly normal aside from their location and the wide-open doors. She activated her other comm to Demetrius. “It’s going down at the Kraken. Can you get hold of the police or the sheriff?”

      After a pause, he replied, “No. They’re blocked. Nothing’s getting in or out. Probably they’ll notice before too long and be on the move.”

      “Dammit. Okay. Let me know if anything changes.” She clicked back over to the other comm unit. “My guy can’t get to them either.”

      Glam offered, “We can notify the PDA, but their response time will suck, and we’ve already discussed they’re going to bring suspicion of everyone and everything along with them.”

      Ruby considered that for a second, but it really wasn’t a question. “If they can help, send them.” She’d deal with whatever fallout she had to after they ended the threat.

      Glam replied, “Affirmative,” as Ruby and Idryll dashed through the doors into the casino.

      Appropriate to its name, the Kraken was oceanic from start to finish. The lighting moved to give the impression of being underwater, projections traveled on the walls as if they were giant monsters swimming by, and everything reinforced the notion that you were below the waves, walking on the bottom of the ocean. However, the gunfire and explosions coming from all around and the constant chill rain of the sprinkler system wrecked the atmosphere. Ruby growled, “I have no idea how many of them there are.”

      Idryll replied, “Me either. Let’s make sure that number gets smaller.”

      “Excellent plan. Meet at the escalators?”

      The other woman grinned. “Perfect.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll charged to the left, heading directly for the nearest invader. It was easy to identify them since they all wore at least a piece or two of military gear that differed from the uniforms required of the casino security personnel. The cacophony was unlike anything she’d ever experienced since her rivals and prey on Oriceran tended to be exclusively non-technological. Still, television had shown her these things, so it wasn’t completely unfamiliar. Her target never saw her coming, and she smashed into him with a full-body leap, her forearms crashing into his ear under his helmet. His weapon flew into the air, and he made a speedy trip that ended with his back slamming into the floor. She landed on him and punched his face, both blows making sure he wouldn’t get up anytime soon, then looked for the next.

      He saw her at the same time she spotted him. Bullets sped toward her, but she skittered to the side, changing her direct approach to a zigzag, and moved too quickly for him to track her with his rifle. He panicked and tried to backpedal at the last moment, which only worked to her advantage. A push at his throat and an ankle kick knocked him to the floor, then she leapt and dropped to both knees on his chest. A cracking sound came from beneath the armor he wore, and he expelled blood in a cough. She peered down at him and shook her head sadly. “I might’ve broken this one. Pity. You’re all so fragile.”

      Her instincts warned her of trouble, and she dove off to the side and rolled away in time to avoid being caught by the grenade she’d sensed coming through the air. It blew up the man she’d injured, as well as the gaming tables around him. Fortunately, most of the casino workers had fled, and only guards remained behind to mix it up with the attackers.

      Idryll rose to her feet and turned a slow circle to find that three hard-faced men were pointing rifles at her. She bared her teeth in a fierce grin, predator to prey. “Well, this should be fun.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby moved to her right, summoning her full-body force shield as well as a buckler on her arm. It was enough of a drain that she could sense it pulling at her pool of power, but it wouldn’t stop her from fighting with weapons or attacking magically if necessary. Plus, she had two healing potions and two energy potions in her thigh pockets, meaning she could afford to be a little less frugal with her power than usual. If I ever needed a solid defense, it’s in this mess.

      It was hard to isolate who might be a danger, given the sheer number of the attackers. She estimated a couple of dozen, at least, but the situation was so fluid she couldn’t be sure. The thought crossed her mind that it would be quite convenient to be able to pick off some of them from a distance, but she wasn’t adequate with a pistol and wouldn’t tie up both hands with a bow. Plus, there’s something satisfying about being up close. She drew her sword with her right hand and layered force magic over the blade, not willing to deliver instantly fatal wounds if she could avoid doing so. Everyone would benefit if the attackers survived to be grilled for information. While those who’d already fallen in the casino perhaps deserved eye-for-an-eye justice, she needed to focus on the bigger picture, what was best for the city.

      The first enemy she found was unaware of her presence as he traded shots with guards on the second floor, at the top of the long escalator designed to look like a coral reef that served as the room’s centerpiece. He wore a helmet that protected the back of his head, so instead of the elbow she might’ve used against a defenseless foe, she snapped her sword out in a horizontal strike and bashed him at temple height. He stumbled forward and didn’t move after he hit the floor.

      The action caused another nearby attacker to notice her, and in an instant, rifle bullets were on the way. Damn. These people are as good as anyone I’ve faced on this planet. She interposed her shield to catch them and charged in that direction. Before she got there, a second bad guy noticed her and fired from a different angle. Ruby threw herself across a poker table, landing hard on the far side and dropping her sword. She popped up and threw a force blast at the nearest, catching him in the chest and sending him flying backward through the air. The second one dove for cover behind a pillar, evading the magical attack she sent in his direction and leaned out to fire a moment later.

      She caught his rounds on her shield, then knelt to retrieve her sword, and sheathed it. After casting a veil, she crept out from behind the table, moving in a circular path toward the back of the pillar. He never heard her coming, and she kicked out his legs from beneath him and did a small hop to land on his shoulder blades, her heels slamming into them with a pair of resounding cracks. She kicked his weapon away and moved ahead, looking for the next target.

      The veil had cost her some energy, but she still had enough for a while at least. More practice with magic would build her reserve, Keshalla had said, and she’d made it part of her daily routine. Still, she never had enough to do all that she thought she should be able to do, and the scientist portion of her mind wondered if, as her magic increased in power, it also became proportionately more costly. In any case, she felt safe being visible as long as she didn’t wind up the focus of multiple enemies at once.

      Despite her efforts to be careful and look out for any kind of potential trouble, it was a total surprise when the dark elf stepped out of nowhere and blasted her with a double dose of lightning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby clashed her bracelets together, summoning a barrier of force that materialized as a dome around her, cutting off the oncoming magic. It took several seconds for the jitters of that lightning blast slamming her shield to subside, after which she drew her sword and readied herself for battle with the elf. She poured more energy into the buckler on her left arm, increasing its size until it was almost her full height.

      The barrier fell, and she charged her foe. He cast magical attacks with both hands, seemingly unconcerned with defense, and maneuvered to the side to avoid her rush. She caught blasts of shadow and fire on her shield, wincing as the power fed back into her. Still, it was only a tiny fraction of what it would be without that protection. She got close enough to whip her sword around in a strike at his chest, and he blocked it with a hastily summoned shadow shield in his left hand as a shadow blade extended from his right.

      Before she could recover for a second stroke, he was on her, his blade lashing out in a series of fast attacks. Should’ve stuck with the casting, buddy. Part of her training with Keshalla included a variety of fighting styles to defend against, and she recognized what the Drow was using. It relied on speed, trying to overwhelm the opponent to the degree that they got in the way of their reflexes. Ruby used the appropriate defense, letting her mind go soft and trusting that her body would do what she needed without too much overt control.

      Her sword licked out to deflect the first blow of the next flurry and batted his weapon upward, wrecking whatever pattern he’d planned. She slashed hers inward but met his shield. He snapped out a kick, and she skipped backward, then hacked her blade down at the extended leg. He yanked it back and launched himself at her, shield held in front of him like a battering ram. She caught it on hers, meeting his force with hers and trusting in her strength to counteract his slight build. She held, breaking his momentum.

      He spun to disconnect from her shield and whipped his sword around. She ducked under the swipe and took a force blast as he abandoned melee attacks and let his defensive magic fade. The shield that lay an inch away from her skin caught the magic and spread the power equally across her body. With a grunt, she slashed low at his legs. The only evasive option he had was to leap, and he took it, rendering him vulnerable for a moment as he sent another blast of magic in her direction.

      She took advantage of his defenselessness, abandoning the shield in her left hand and smashing him with a beam of force. He brought up a force disc to protect his head, figuring that’s where the attack would be coming, so her bolt smashed unhindered into his undefended groin. He fell with a hard thump and curled up in pain. She took a step toward him to make sure he was unconscious but caught gunfire out of the corner of her eye and crouched behind her shield as a pair of humans on the escalator attacked her.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll crouched suddenly, and the initial flurry of shots went over her head. The trio had positioned themselves so they didn’t catch each other in a crossfire, a situation she hoped to change quickly. She leapt forward, staying low, and smashed into the knees of the nearest with her full momentum behind her. The joints snapped, and the man went up over her back and down to the floor as she plowed through him without halting.

      She cut immediately to the right, assuming the others would be drawing a bead, and took an angle on one of the remaining two that put him between her and the third. Bullets flew, a couple of them close enough to pluck at her clothes as she advanced. The nearer man dropped his rifle and went for knives, a pair of wicked-looking serrated blades that ended in a sharp point appearing in his fists.

      Idryll halted her rush to avoid impaling herself, and he flicked the weapons out at her in a series of cuts at her face and hands. He was good, and despite her speed advantage, she didn’t have all that much experience fighting men with knives. She did know claws though and knew their weaknesses quite well. She batted attacks aside and bided her time, moving on a path opposite the third, who was trying to find an angle that would get her current opponent out of the way. Finally, her foe made a mistake, only a small one, extending his arm a little too far to reach her.

      She popped out her claws and slashed the underside of his arm, tearing the muscle and forcing him to drop the blade. He recoiled in shock, and she repeated the process on the other arm, slicing through the flesh underneath. Then she stepped forward and delivered a front kick to his torso, sending him flying into the one behind him. They both smashed to the floor, and before the unwounded one could react, she jumped on him and stabbed her claws deep into his shoulders, ensuring he wouldn’t use his arms anytime soon.

      The screams of pain almost caused her to miss Ruby’s shout. “Kitty cat, upstairs.” She turned and saw that Ruby held up a shield to block attacks from people on the escalator. With a growl, she charged for the moving staircase in the middle of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby considered taking out the pair on the moving staircase with force bolts, but she had business on the second floor anyway, so it was time to move. Running up the escalator was a nonstarter since she’d be a target on the approach. Instead, she blasted the floor beneath her with force magic, sending her hurtling toward her foes. She arced over the men and landed on the far side, then placed a hand on the metal between the sides and vaulted it, snapping a foot into the face of the nearest. He crumpled and rolled down the stairs.

      The other one produced a knife from nowhere, so she coated her left arm with an additional force magic layer and used it as a blocker. He kept her at a distance with his thrusts, making her focus on defense while they climbed higher. She threw a punch now and again that he blocked with elbows, but the available space on the escalator didn’t allow for much more. Retreating wasn’t an option for fear of a misstep that would send her plunging down the staircase, and every time she tried to punch, he moved the knife in the way to block. She readied a force bolt, but her partner’s move rendered it unnecessary.

      Idryll, moving as fast as she’d ever seen her run, dashed up the down stairs. She leapt over the separator and smashed an elbow into the man’s head, and he tipped over the side and fell to the floor below.

      Ruby commented, “Subtle.”

      The tiger woman laughed. “I didn’t rip out his heart or bite off his arm. You should count that as a gift to protect your delicate sensibilities.”

      Ruby gestured upward. “Those folks up there might need some of the same treatment.” She stepped forward, slipping past her partner and raising a force shield to catch the inbound gunfire. She curved the barrier as they went, making sure she covered their flanks. “I’ll go left.

      “You’re remarkably inconsistent. You know that?”

      She barked a laugh. “Everyone’s a critic. Shut it. I think there’s a bunch of these guys up here, so be careful.” They separated at the top, Ruby charging the ones to the left, who had dropped their rifles in favor of pistols and spread apart. Gunfire hit her shield as she approached, biting like bee stings and pulling at her magical reserves, but she continued. She snapped a kick out at the first one, who seemed utterly amazed that his bullets weren’t reaching her, and he went down in a lump.

      Ruby turned to the other, who had yanked out a baton that sparked at the end. “Seriously?” She let her shield fall and bathed him with lightning, and he dropped twitching to the floor. “Idiots.”

      A deep voice sounded from nearby. “They are idiots, you’re right. I imagine you’ll find me a greater challenge.” She turned to see a dwarf with scars on his face and hands, hefting a battle ax.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think so, short stuff.”

      She repeated the lightning attack, and he raised the ax, which glowed as it sucked in her magic and nullified it. His grin widened. “Oh, you’re gonna pay for that comment.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll took care of the first two enemies with no problem, humans both, who wound up flying over the railing toward the bottom floor. The appearance of a wizard was unexpected, and she only realized he was there when a bolt of shadow slammed into her side and knocked her sprawling. Fortunately, she was low enough to fetch up against the railing before she followed the others over the edge. She scrambled to get out of the way and ducked behind tables and chairs to evade further attacks. He seemed to be mixing force and shadow, based on the number of things that went flying past her as she ran.

      He had a better position, a clear, cover-free area where he could attack her if she moved toward him. It was a frustrating situation, made more so because she was in her humanoid form. Her tiger form was faster, and she would feel far more comfortable about her ability to reach him before getting struck were she in it. Still, this form had hands, which could be useful. She picked up a table and hurled it at the wizard. He batted it aside with a look of condescension, but a chair was already flying at him. Idryll advanced behind her improvised missiles, throwing one after the next, cutting the distance between them with each projectile.

      When she was halfway there, he realized he was in trouble and threw up a wall of flame. Unfortunately for him, the barrier blocked vision in both directions, and he’d only made it about eight feet high. Idryll dashed forward, jumped up on a table that looked solid enough to handle her weight, and vaulted in a somersault over the top. The wizard didn’t realize she was there until she landed beside him and snapped out a quick jab to the side of his head. He staggered sideways, and she stepped outward and pivoted her hips to deliver a right cross to his temple. He went down, completely limp before his body slammed to the ground. Idryll grabbed his wand and regarded it for a second before snapping it in two, then turned to look for Ruby.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby threw a couple more spells at the dwarf, but that ax kept interposing itself and eating the magic. Fire, lightning, no effect. She drew her dagger in her left hand and spun the sword in her right, then stepped forward to meet him in the open space that separated them. “I have other things to do rather than kill you. You could go now and avoid dying.”

      He spun the ax in both hands, and the heavy weapon moved so rapidly, it looked like nothing more than a toy. She positioned herself appropriately; her body turned perpendicular to him to provide the smallest possible target. She wanted to look for Idryll, to know whether she was okay or not, but couldn’t afford the distraction. He lunged forward with a downward chop, an inelegant move that was nonetheless so fast it almost snuck through. She stepped her back foot out wide and swung the dagger across to slap against the blade and push it out of line. She flicked it to cast a quick force bolt at him that he weathered with a grunt. He said, “Tricky. Should’ve kept that one in reserve, little cat.”

      “Leopard,” she growled and stabbed in with her sword. He brought the shaft of the ax over to block. She went with that momentum, spinning around to slam a backhand at his head. He caught it before it struck and yanked her off balance. She intentionally kept going in the direction he’d moved her, diving forward and bumping into a table at the end. She hopped up in time to be hit with a shadow bolt coming from the top of his ax. It fed back through her shield and she gave a small moan of pain and forced words between her gritted teeth. “You have some tricks yourself, shorty.”

      He laughed and charged, spitting magic from his free hand while chambering an attack with the ax. She set herself, waited for the right moment, and snapped out a beam of force at his feet. He tripped, and the weapon flew at her head. She batted it aside with her sword and moved forward, only for the thing to come flying back to his hand a moment later. She slid to a stop, panting. “Nice trick. Maybe you could teach me.”

      He shrugged. “Join our side, help us do our job, we can talk.”

      “No chance.”

      “Too bad.” He raised his voice and shouted, “Boys?”

      Two more dwarves with similar axes stepped out from behind some sort of magical concealment, one each off to the left and right of her current foe. She grimaced and muttered, “That’s going to be a problem.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll spotted her partner across the floor facing off against a dwarf but was unable to intervene. A giant Kilomea stood in her path, having thumped his way up the escalator a moment before. He’d seen her immediately upon gaining the second floor and had headed toward her in a lumbering jog. He was easily eight feet tall, muscles on top of muscles, and moved with far too much grace for someone that size. She knew that was part of their magic, part of what made them incredibly deadly. He held no weapon, but it didn’t make him any less dangerous. Taking a punch from those fists, or worse, getting caught by those hands would be quickly fatal.

      She advanced toward him slowly, all her senses sharp, ready for whatever he might do. He seemed content to meet her in the middle, in a small area free of obstacles. Her palms ached with the desire to snap out her claws, but since he wouldn’t be impressed, doing so before she needed to use them made no sense. The boots she wore interfered with her balance a little, and she wished she could be without them, but time didn’t permit that, either. When they reached a distance slightly outside of combat range, they began to circle, as if by unspoken agreement. The look of anticipation on his face was almost pleasurable, and it drove a spike of irritation through her. Oh, you think it’s going to be that easy, do you? You need to learn a lesson about the relationship between size and prowess. She said, “One chance. Go now and live. Fight me, and you won’t survive.”

      He laughed deep and low, lifted a hand, and beckoned her forward. She accepted the invitation and charged. He spread his feet as she advanced, appearing as if his goal was to grab her when she tried to make her attack. She feinted low, then went to one side, trailing an arm behind to rake her claws against the leather trousers that covered his thigh. They skittered across the tough surface and cut parallel furrows into it but failed to penetrate. She ducked his casual swing easily and backed up, staring down at her hand. Her claws were fine, which meant he was probably wearing some sort of highly reinforced or magical armor. Well, that’ll make things more difficult.

      He moved with a quickness she wouldn’t have expected as he crossed the distance between them and snapped out a kick. She leapt to the side to avoid it and barely evaded his grasping fingers by twisting further to the side. The move carried her into a table, and it fell backward as she regained her balance. He closed while she recovered and launched a flurry of punches that she escaped with a combination of dodges and redirections. The power of his blows was immense, and she couldn’t go strength versus strength with him in this form. She raked her claws across the muscles in his arms when she could, but the armor continued to protect him.

      He blasted out a heavy punch with his right hand, and she barely dodged it in time. The distraction allowed him to catch her with the back of his left, and she went flying to crash into a table and chairs, rolling over them and landing hard on the floor. She pushed herself unsteadily to her feet, her head ringing, and readied herself for his next attack.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby backpedaled slowly, and the dwarves moved to keep the distance between them consistent. She snapped a force bolt at the one on the far left with her dagger, but he blocked it with a shield on his left arm. Well, at least maybe not all their weapons absorb magic, so that’s something. She’d faced multiple opponents armed with physical weapons before, but a trio of casters provided a unique challenge that threw her mind into a series of whirls and spins. She asked, “I don’t suppose we could postpone this so I can follow your friends up to the third level, could we?” She’d seen the invaders moving through the door to the higher level and figured they were after the owners again, assuming they were present at the casino.

      The trio shook their heads, and the first one she’d fought said, “See, you should’ve joined up when you had the chance.”

      Ruby set her stance and waited for one of them to make a move. When the attack arrived, it was all three at once. The one on the left cast a shadow bolt she caught with her shield. Lightning crashed in from the far right, and it ate away at the force barrier on her body, draining her. The third rushed in with his ax, ready to cleave her in two. With no other good option, she smashed her bracelets together again, summoning the dome of force and locking them outside. She scrabbled at her thigh and found an energy potion, flipped open the lid, and drank it. The pleasurable surge of the magic coursing through her almost made her pant with joy. She readied herself, still not sure how she would take on the trio, but as ready as she could be. Then the shield fell, and the dwarves came in again.

      She circled to her left, hoping to at least put one of them at a bad angle, and used the shield on that arm to catch more magical attacks from the one on that side. The dwarf in the middle seemed to think he needed to handle her in a more personal fashion and stalked toward her with his ax at the ready. She faced the choice of shifting the shield in his direction and hoping the one that covered her body would be sufficient to handle what the left-side enemy was throwing at her when an arrow streaked in and smashed into the floor beside the caster.

      A force burst exploded from the tip and sent him flying. Ruby didn’t wait to figure out what was going on but charged at the dwarf in the middle. A wide smile appeared on his face as he slashed his ax down in a diagonal strike. She used a force blast to lift herself up and over him, landing in front of the one whose angle had been blocked. She stabbed with her sword, no longer covered with a safety shield, and pierced his leg and arm with two quick thrusts, forcing him to drop his ax. She spun and delivered a sidekick to his chest, and he flew over the railing and dropped.

      Looking for her benefactor, she spotted a hooded form crouched atop one of the lights that hung from the ceiling, already nocking another arrow aimed at a different part of the upper floor, and said a quiet word of thanks. Ruby turned back to the dwarf and smiled. “Okay, now, where were we?”
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      Idryll staggered to her feet and dodged out of the way as the mammoth Kilomea smashed through the tables and chairs toward her. Her leg hurt enough to make her limp, and fury clouded her mind, turning her vision red. She snarled at her enemy, and his laughter doubled her anger. He taunted, “Come here, pretty little kitty. I will taste the marrow in your bones.”

      She charged with a snarl, to all outward appearances lost in rage. However, Idryll was never that far out of control. He spread his hands wide to catch her, and she feigned a jump, then slid and delivered a kick to his knee. It buckled, dropping him, and she barely got out from underneath in time. She bounced up while turning and punched her claws at his neck, but he rolled forward with a sound like a tree falling and came up to his feet, spinning a back fist in her direction. Ducking under it, she stabbed upward only to find her wrist locked in his grip. A slash at the tendons in his wrist again failed to penetrate the tough hide of the armor he wore. She went for his bare hand instead, scraping bloody furrows in it, then slashed at the other one as his fingers loosened in reflex to the pain.

      A new enemy appeared in the corner of her eye as she danced backward. She spun with a hiss toward the man who pointed a rifle at her, but she had no chance of reaching him before he pulled the trigger. An arrow struck him out of nowhere, and a blast of force magic hurled him into the wall, the loud crack signaling breaking bones. She didn’t question the lucky turn of events, only turned and charged at the Kilomea. It seemed as if he hadn’t noticed someone else had joined the fight, so when the archer’s next arrow hit him in the back and propelled him forward, he wasn’t ready for it. Idryll was.

      She jumped toward her foe and wrapped her arm around his neck, curling her body over to sit on his shoulders. Jamming her claws into the gap between his armor and the flesh of his chest, she sank them deep into his muscles. She curled them, ripped them out in a spray of blood, and hopped off as he fell. It was a grievous wound although possibly not fatal if he kept enough pressure on it. She turned as the archer landed beside her. It was a Mist Elf, and one she recognized—Ruby’s sister. Her outfit was all about anonymity, a voluminous black hooded cloak that disguised her body and a matching balaclava covering her face. The woman nodded at her, then moved in her sibling’s direction.
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        * * *

      

      Now that the odds were one-on-one again, Ruby craved the pleasure of bringing down this opponent. Even if she hadn’t wanted that closure so badly, she couldn’t safely leave him at her back, so her desire and needs were in alignment. She waded in and traded blows and blocks, her sword meeting the ax again and again, chimes ringing out at each intersection. She spotted motion from the corner of her eye but couldn’t spare the attention to see if it was an ally or an enemy. I need to end this fight and fast.

      She banished the force buckler on her left arm and reached down to her belt, releasing one of the containers that held the special items Margrave had given her. Stepping backward, she slammed it on the floor between them, and the smoke and glitter rose in a sudden rush to completely occlude them from one another. She called up her veil and circled away and was nowhere in sight when the distraction dissipated. She charged from behind and slashed at his legs, cutting bloody lines through the back of each of his thighs. He shouted in pain and tried to spin and swing his ax but fell to the floor partway through the motion. She grabbed his weapon and announced, “I’m taking this with me. Always happy to go for round two if you want it back.”

      She turned with her sword defensively raised as people neared, then her mouth opened in shock at the sight of the woman next to Idryll. Even with the balaclava covering most of her face, her sister’s eyes were unmistakable. She stammered, “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      “Ruby, please. Don’t be an idiot.”

      She sighed. “Fine, but what are you doing here?”

      “Saving your ass, pretty much.”

      “I don’t suppose it’s worth telling you to go home?” Her sister shook her head. “Fine, come with us. I saw a bunch of them go up to the third floor.”

      They dashed across to the stairwell, Ruby leading the way in complete disbelief that her sister was here. Her accuracy with the bow was no surprise; she’d seen her sister’s skill with the weapon before, and her abilities equaled those of anyone she’d ever seen aside from Keshalla. How she’d wound up with magic-tipped arrows was an important conversation for another day.

      She pounded up the stairwell and out into the casino’s main administrative area, the refreshing fact that the sprinklers on this floor weren’t active an immediate bonus. A glass-walled office sat in the corner, with the Atlantean casino owners huddled in the back of it. All three of them had their hands out, working together to maintain a defensive shield against the attacks the magicals and humans arranged around them in a semi-circle poured into it. Morrigan asked, “Why haven’t they portaled?”

      Ruby shook her head, wondering the same thing. “Probably thought they’d be fine, then got caught with a rush and feel unsafe letting down the barrier to cast the portal. Stupid, arrogant, overconfident.”

      Idryll chuckled. “Sounds like someone in our group as well.”

      “Don’t talk about my sister that way.” She knew that Morrigan was sticking her tongue out at her even though she couldn’t see it. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll take the ones on the left, and you take the one on the right. The masked moron provides backup. All we need to do is knock them off balance long enough for the Atlanteans to portal out of here.”

      Morrigan said, “I’ve got this.” She reached over her shoulder to draw an arrow by touch and came out with one with a bright red tip. Ruby groaned, “Oh, hell no,” before her sister loosed the missile. It shattered the glass wall, landed at the attackers' feet, and detonated, sending a wash of fire through the room.

      The Chentashes took advantage of the distraction as Ruby had predicted they would, one of them maintaining a thinner barrier while another created a portal. An instant later they were gone, and the rift collapsed. The sprinkler system activated, drenching them all again, and Ruby shook her head. “Don’t suppose you have sleep gas or something in there?”

      Her sister shook her head. “Nope. I could hit them with more force, though.”

      “Let’s retreat and find a better plan.” It turned out they didn’t need to, as the attackers in that room picked themselves up, broke the windows, and jumped, the magicals holding onto the humans to carry them to safety. Ruby tapped her earpiece. “Glam, the bad guys just ran away. What’s the deal?”

      The tech replied immediately. “PDA is in the building, and the attackers are bailing out. I have some bad news. The casino owners portaled to someplace weird. They’re in a garage that’s covered by the casino’s security systems. Deacon says it’s visible from the window of the room you’re in. There’s no way they’re safe there if the attackers are at all competent.”

      Ruby ran over and looked out, remembering seeing that building on a tour or a plan of the property. Sure enough, three stories below was a big parking lot with a low structure beside it. “Idryll, Morrigan, we’re not done yet.” She dropped the dwarf’s ax and jumped, fearing that, as Glam suggested, the attackers could turn out to be competent after all.
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        * * *

      

      Goryo had been prepared to make his way through the chaos inspired by the attack on the Kraken to reach his targets, but before he committed to that action, Scimitar cracked the systems of the Atlantean casino. Included among the documents she found was the catastrophic escape plan. It apparently assumed that any threat to the casino would originate from one of the other magical groups since the contingency procedure was not to portal back to the underground city as he’d expected but instead appear in a garage on the property. I guess they’re not popular with the rest of the magicals in town, or at least they think they aren’t. It wasn’t a complete shock since people in power frequently made decisions based on paranoia, but it did change his plans dramatically.

      Balancing safety against opportunity, he decided to see if the attackers would be the hounds that chased the prey to him. He moved into the garage after Scimitar deactivated its alarms. The space contained several vehicles, one of which was a heavily armored truck like those used to transport money securely. He figured it, or maybe the heavier than usual SUV that sat beside it would be the targets’ escape vehicle. He crouched in the shadows, pistol held loosely in his right hand and the dart gun in his left, ready for whatever came next.

      The infomancer gave him a play-by-play of the events in the casino as seen through the security cameras. Her synthesized voice betrayed no particular interest. They’d never met in person, and he very much wondered what she was like. Or if she was a she at all since, to his knowledge, no one had ever met her in the flesh to confirm anything about her. When the attackers cornered the family in their office, and the Paranormal Defense Agency arrived on the scene, he began to think he would need to fade away without engaging and choose a different target.

      Then two cat-people and an archer who had been fighting against the invaders all along, according to Scimitar, gave the Chentashes the opportunity they needed to get out of that trap. He tensed, and a moment later the Atlanteans emerged from a door at the back of the garage with two security people ahead of them and two behind. He waited until the first arrived at the armored truck, then calmly rose from his hiding place. Two squeezes of the trigger dropped the nearest guards, the rounds perfectly placed to avoid armor and helmets, and an equal number of pulls on the dart gun’s trigger took down the two adult Atlanteans.

      The kid rabbited, running for the front of the garage. His guards shouted for him to wait and tried to follow, but Goryo was faster, getting the angle he needed to put those two down as well. The door banged open, the kid ran through it, and he pounded in pursuit. The chemical in the darts was a product of government research that he’d stolen, a tranquilizer strong enough to be effective against any magical smaller than a Kilomea combined with a poison that would kill them in hours if no one applied the proper antidote. If he made it back in time to capture them rather than letting them die, that would be useful. If not, he’d still have the other one to deliver to his employer, and the contract had been clear that either dead or alive would be fine by him.

      As he broke through the door, he was greeted by the unexpected sight of the costumed trio landing right in front of the fleeing boy. He lifted the pistol, sighted on the nearest, and fired.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby’s leap from the window landed her far enough in front of the running Atlantean that he could skid to a stop before smashing into her. She instinctively looked behind him for pursuit, and when the masked man with the pistol burst from the garage, she reacted instantly. The bracelets chimed as she slammed them together, using their final charge to throw a protective dome around her and her companions.

      She opened a portal to the abbey and pushed the stunned Atlantean through, then grabbed her sister by the arm and yanked her toward the opening. “Take care of him.” Morrigan tried to resist, but Idryll gave her a boot to the backside to force her the rest of the way across, and Ruby let the rift close. The process took all the time the shield offered, and they dashed in different directions as it dissipated.

      She had no idea how this person fit into the bigger picture of what was going on in her city, but he matched what the cameras had recorded during the Deep Woods attack. She summoned a shield to intercept his bullets and tried to draw his attention toward her, counting on Idryll to sneak behind him and take him out. She threw magic at him, first a force bolt that he dodged with an impressively fast move to the side, then a cone of electricity that hit him squarely. His body glowed for a moment, and when it faded, he stood undamaged.

      Dammit. The armor. That threat had faded from her mind during the battle’s chaos. The throwing knives were her ace in the hole, but she’d need to be closer to strike true, either at a vulnerable spot that would take him out of the fight or at one of the pieces of the magical defense. Collar, wrists, ankles, right, I remember. He slithered aside from Idryll's sidekick and backed toward the garage.

      She couldn’t use flame because of the tiger’s proximity, so she tried for shadow bolts, but the armor absorbed them as well. He dodged another attack from the tiger-woman and stared into Ruby’s eyes for a second. She could almost see the wheels turning in his mind, wondering whether he should run or if he wanted to make those who had stolen his prey pay the price for doing so. She’d expected him to take the first choice, but he rushed into the garage. In her ear, Glam warned, “The Atlanteans are in there.”

      Ruby dashed in pursuit, and Idryll caught up to her right before they reached the door. “You distract him, and I’ll get the parents to safety.”

      Her partner unexpectedly removed her mask, handed it over, and replied, “My pleasure.” As they entered the garage, Idryll's body changed, stretching, growing, transforming into the amazing tiger form she’d worn at their first meeting. She roared a warning to her prey that death had arrived and loped ahead to find him. Ruby spotted a pair of feet sticking out from behind a large truck and headed in that direction while she shoved the mask in a pocket, confident the huge feline would capture their opponent’s attention quite easily.
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        * * *

      

      The joy of the hunt thrilled through Idryll. Her clothes had shredded and fallen away during the change, and now she felt like herself, all rippling muscles and primal power. The garage’s scents filled her nose, acrid, cloying, and mostly foreign to her, but she recognized the smell of the man who’d been outside. She’d expected it to come with a tang of fear, and her estimation of her opponent’s prowess increased when she failed to detect it.

      He betrayed himself with a small noise before he pulled the trigger, and she was instantly in motion, rolling to the side out of the bullets’ path in plenty of time to evade them. Her claws scraped on the concrete floor, not as strong a grip as she would’ve liked, but perfectly adequate to her needs. She jumped and touched down on the roof of the tallest vehicle, the armored car, and leapt at him. The man fired again, and the gun clicked instead of continuing to bark. He holstered it and drew his sword, and she landed in front of him with a growl.

      Her foe wove the weapon in a slow pattern, seemingly ready for whatever she might do. His free hand dropped to his thigh and pulled out the pistol that rested there. She charged before he could bring it to bear, forcing him to focus on defense. He swiped with the sword, and she crouched with her front paws, letting it slide over and past her, then slashed out in a move that would rip his leg off and allow her to exert her will upon him before administering the deathblow.

      Her claws struck his thigh and slid off, completely failing to penetrate. Worse, a painful tingle of magic spread up her arm. She retreated and skittered to the side, the gun’s discharge forcing her to turn and dash behind the nearest vehicle for cover. After a few moments, her limb returned to normal, and she prowled around the back of the car looking for a new angle of attack.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby moved in a straight line toward the Atlanteans and took position at their shoulders. When she heard Idryll's attack, she threw down one of Margrave’s capsules to hide any possibility of their foe seeing what was on the other side of the portal, and opened the tunnel to the abbey. She wrestled the first Atlantean through, then Morrigan was there to assist with the second. “Thanks. Take care of them. If this guy beats us, he’ll come for them again, I’m sure.”

      Her sister’s eyes spoke volumes about how much she wanted to join the fight, but she only nodded. “I will.”

      Ruby stepped back through and closed the rift, then focused on the moment at hand. She rounded another vehicle that blocked her sightline in time to see Idryll's attack on their enemy. The way she rebounded and ran for cover made Ruby rethink the idea of a frontal attack. She reached out with a line of force to grab a tray of tools sitting on a bench nearby and hurled it at the man. He interposed his sword, twitching it to intercept each projectile as they arrived, then sheathed the weapon unexpectedly. She threw lightning at him with her left hand while her right extended another force line to lift a large tire and hurl it at his head.

      His armor absorbed the electricity, and he ducked under the projectile and stepped calmly to the side to let it pass. The magazine from his pistol clattered on the floor, and another one clicked into place almost immediately after. Ruby called up her buckler and strengthened the force shield around her body, then extended her arm toward the heaviest object she could see, a large metal armor plate leaning against the wall. She threw it as he fired, lifting her buckler to intercept the bullets. The first round hit like a punch in her left shoulder, wrenching her to the side, and the next one buried itself in her right thigh. The pain was greater than anything she’d ever felt, and she screamed as she spun to the floor, all her magical protections vanishing. She breathed, “Kagji,” activating her last-resort shield pendant to keep her from further damage as darkness encroached on her vision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Seeing Ruby go down, smelling the blood splashing out of her suddenly frail-looking body, pushed Idryll into the place where she lost consciousness of anything but the need to take down her prey. Her magic was more than changing forms, and some powers only existed in certain bodies. This one could craft a veil to obscure the sight of her, which allowed her to hunt more effectively as long as she moved quietly to avoid detection. She summoned it and faded into invisibility.

      She retracted her claws and prowled forward in a low crouch, padding softly on the concrete. One eye surveyed the surface in front of her to detect things that might cause noise and betray her, and the other remained locked on her foe. He’d fired twice more at her partner, but Idryll couldn’t see the results of those shots. A heartbeat that sounded as if it was struggling to continue was the only sound from that direction.

      She angled at the man as he walked toward his fallen target with a smug expression she longed to claw from his face. She instinctively understood the emotional need to close and finish off a foe, but she wasn’t about to let him have that satisfaction. When he crossed in front of a large open pit, she pounced. Her strong legs threw her body forward, and she smashed into him with all her weight behind the thrust. She didn’t bother with her claws, knowing they wouldn’t penetrate, merely slammed him bodily to hurl him into the pit.

      Dashing to Ruby, she lay down beside her and called upon another of her tiger form’s powers. She’d never attempted to use it on a non-shapeshifter and had no idea if it would work on someone outside her kind. With a heart full of hope, she extended her aura over the Mist Elf and concentrated on healing.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby swam up to consciousness with two dominant feelings. The first was the agonizing pain caused by the quartet of bullets lodged inside her. The second was the psychological pain of her inner voice asking in disbelief, “Did you really think that a different magical shield was going to work better than the other ones?”

      She growled, “Shut it,” whether mentally or out loud she had no idea, and used her working arm to pull a healing potion from her thigh pouch. She drank it and screamed, her back arching with even more pain as it forced the bullets out of her body and the flesh filled in the holes they’d made. It felt like it took hours, but she knew from what Keshalla had told her that it would only have been seconds. This was by far the most grievous set of wounds she’d ever had to heal. She opened her eyes to see a giant tiger staring at her and managed a grin. “Hey. That explains the bad breath. How are you doing?”

      The tiger chuffed, and her mouth did that weird stretching that happened when she talked in this form. “Knocked him into a pit. He’ll be back soon.”

      She nodded and forced herself to stand. “Okay. The pistols have to go, first priority. Then, we drop things on him or throw things at him. Shentia said the more damage we apply, the more likely we are to overwhelm his protection. So, let’s get it done.”

      A flicker of concern crossed the tiger’s face, but she rose to her feet. “I’ll follow your lead.” She shimmered and vanished, leaving Ruby blinking, impressed at the power of her veil. Good idea. Two can play at that game. She called up hers and moved away from the place where she’d almost died.

      She watched quietly from the side as the man pulled himself up over the edge of the lower section used for oil changes and other maintenance. He surveyed the surrounding area, holding his pistol pointed at the ceiling but ready to use it. She reached out with force magic and grabbed a wrench, then hurled it at him. She didn’t have to calculate how to make it happen consciously. The magic took care of figuring out how the object she wanted to move would get to where she wanted it to be. It slammed into his left wrist, the kinetic energy behind it knocking the weapon flying.

      Before he could go after it, she dropped her veil, snapped her body shield around her, and started hurling everything that wasn’t nailed down at him. He drew the sword again, holding it in two hands and weaving it through defensive strokes to intercept all her improvised projectiles. That defense was sufficient until the moment Idryll moved in, only becoming visible as she slammed into his spine and sent him hurtling forward to smash down on his face. Ruby grabbed the huge armor plate that she’d missed with before and threw it in an arc.

      It smashed down on his back as he was pushing himself up, completely covering his body. A shout of pain or anger came from underneath, followed by a loud thump as Idryll landed on top of the steel, smashing him down again. She stayed in that spot, her weight pinning him to the concrete, and for a moment Ruby thought they had him, that the tiger could sit on the metal and keep him in place. There would be a lot of explaining to do when the PDA arrived, but it was better than getting killed trying to take him out. Maybe we vanish and run. Yeah, smart plan. When the agents arrive, veils, portals, gone.

      That plan fell to tattered ruin as a loud explosion sent the heavy metal plate flying in one direction, threw Idryll tumbling in another, and propelled the man in a slide across the floor in a third. All she could figure was that he’d had grenades and set them off, trusting that his armor would protect him. Bold move.

      It’s now or never, Ruby thought and reached down to snag a throwing knife. She ran forward, counting on her enemy at least being momentarily distracted, and threw the blade at his neck the moment she entered a reasonable range. It was an instinctive decision, and she had no idea if it was because that was his most vulnerable spot, given that the knives weren’t all that long, or if it was because she knew that’s where the collar portion of the armor was. The second was already in the air to the same target as the first struck.

      She charged in after the projectiles, knowing that if the throws hadn’t worked, things would likely go poorly for her. Ruby was on him in an instant, sword in her right hand and dagger in her left. A shallow cut bled lightly on the side of his neck, but nothing gave her a clue whether his shield was still active or not. She slashed down with her sword, aiming for his leg. His weapon snapped out to block it, then swiped up at her face. She blocked it with the dagger and whipped out a roundhouse kick to the nerves that ran along the outside of his thigh.

      It connected, and his sudden look of pain revealed his shield was indeed gone. He realized it as she did, and panic flickered on his face. He tossed his sword to his left hand and drew the pistol from his right holster in a blur. Three things happened almost simultaneously. First, Ruby smashed him in the forehead with a force blast channeled through her dagger, upending him. That caused his shot to go over her head and ricochet off one of the vehicles with a metallic whine. Finally, Idryll rippled into existence behind him, and her claws slashed across both his ankles, shredding his boots and severing the Achilles tendons that lay beneath.

      His skull hit the concrete hard, and he was out. Ruby panted, adrenaline making her tremble, and sheathed her sword on the second try. Glam’s voice came over her earpiece. “Nice fight. I have a recording from a drone in there if you want to watch it later. Right now, the PDA is headed your way, and you should get the hell out.”

      Ruby replied, “Thanks. Come on, kitty cat, help me gather up some of his stuff, and let’s vacate the premises.” By the time the agents burst into the garage with guns drawn, the only people left inside were four dead security guards and one highly damaged assassin.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan was waiting when they crossed through the portal into the abbey’s landing chamber. “Did you find anything that looked like a poison, or an antidote?” she asked, anxious.

      Ruby feigned a scowl. “We’re fine, thanks for asking. Are you perhaps referring to these?” She held up two small, matching vials that she’d found on their fallen foe. One was empty, and the other was filled with what looked like lemonade and glitter.

      Her sister abruptly snatched them from her hand and took off at a run.

      Ruby and Idryll followed at a more reasonable pace and caught up with Morrigan as she came out of a room, closing the door behind her. “The parents were poisoned with something. The healer thinks you might have brought the antidote.”

      “Are they in danger?” asked Ruby.

      Morrigan shrugged, a little worried. “Not out of the woods, but if that’s the right potion, everything should be fine.”

      “The kid?”

      She chuckled. “Wanted to go back and help kick the bad guy’s ass.”

      Idryll grinned. “Good start.”

      Ruby stretched and sighed. “There’s nothing we can do to help right now?” Her sister shook her head. “Okay. Then let’s go find Abbot Thomas. I need a beer in the worst way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Margrave sighed as he moved the oversized cat prowling his worktable away from the item he was examining, again. Ruby laughed. “Come on now. You know you love her.”

      He shook his head. “No, I don’t think I do.”

      Her laughter increased. “Give her time. She’ll win your heart.”

      He frowned while poking at the collar of the magical armor set with a pair of tiny probes. “What kind of a name is Idryll for a cat, anyway? What’s wrong with Fluffy, or Noodles, or maybe Dust, given her colors?” The feline hissed at the insult, causing Margrave to join in Ruby’s mirth. He clarified, “Okay, not Dust. She is magnificent. I’m still not quite sure why she’s here, though.”

      That was a legitimate question but difficult to explain. In part, Ruby had brought her along because she felt a little rocky after the fight, both mentally and physically, and needed the stability of having her partner around. She’d had nightmares about getting shot, about how close she’d come to dying. They all ended with her cursing herself for being arrogant, or naïve, or perhaps some of each. Fortunately, she’d survived to learn that vital lesson, and the bad dreams were lessening in intensity and frequency, to the point where she could almost hope that one day she’d be able to sleep through the night again. Physically, she felt weird although the magical potion had healed all her wounds. She couldn’t think of another way to express it other than off. If she had to place a bet, she’d go with it being the start of a deeply annoying cold.

      She shrugged. “She’s my service animal. Anxiety, at the moment.” Another hiss from Idryll expressed her opinion on that matter.

      Margrave nodded. “Whatever makes you happy, crazy person. Now, where did you say you got these?”

      “From someone who won’t need them anymore.” He shot her a look, and she shook her head. “Sorry, you’re not getting any more than that.”

      He tapped on the table with one of the probes, making a rhythmic clicking sound that communicated his annoyance. “It wouldn’t have anything to do with the fracas at the Kraken, would it?”

      Ruby smiled. “I can neither confirm nor deny that.”

      “Maybe you know something about the cat people or the archer everyone’s talking about?”

      “Neither confirm nor deny.”

      He heaved another sigh and pointed one of the probes at her face. “Remember our deal. You have an obligation to stay alive and healthy so you can test my stuff.”

      She nodded. “No worries on that front. I’m doing all I can, believe me.”

      He turned back to the items on the table. “Well, this stuff is pretty interesting, but I’m afraid it’s not going to be useful again anytime soon. You see here and here?” He pointed at where two missing chunks of metal ruined the etchings. She nodded. “Without filling these perfectly and a flawless fix on the etchings, it would be entirely unsafe to wear.”

      She growled, “Dammit.”

      He laughed and replied, “Careful with the salty language there, sailor.”

      Ruby scowled. “This would’ve been an awfully handy tool for someone to have.”

      “A cat person?”

      “I don’t know. What do you think, Idryll?”

      The cat gave a dismissive meow and sat primly, staring at them both. Margrave observed, “I’ve never seen such a condescending look on an animal’s face before.”

      Ruby replied, “Right? She’s something.” Suddenly, her vision blurred and she grabbed the edge of the table as a wave of pain and sickness shot through her.

      Margrave, startled, jumped up to steady her. “Red, are you okay? You just became a unique shade of pale green.”

      Ruby shook her head, which turned out to be a bad idea as the pain increased. “I don’t think I am.”

      “I’ll call an ambulance.”

      She grabbed his wrist. “No. It’s apparently time to reveal a couple of secrets to you. First, that cat isn’t a cat.” The venamisha magic did nothing to stop the declaration as it traveled from her brain to her mouth.

      Idryll jumped off the table and transformed into her humanoid form. She took Ruby in her arms, easily lifting her with one arm under her thighs and the other under her shoulders.

      Margrave’s jaw hung open, but no words came out. Ruby’s head lolled a little as she confessed, “Second, I’m not human.” She let the illusion hiding her heritage drop and waved an arm, summoning a portal that opened to Keshalla's house on Oriceran, a connection the woman had instructed was for emergencies only. Dying is probably an emergency, right?

      Sounds came through a long tunnel to reach her ears as Margrave asked, “You’ll take care of her?”

      Idryll replied, “On my life, always.” Her partner stepped through to the other planet, and Ruby let the portal collapse.

      She asked, “What’s going on? Am I dying?”

      Idryll shook her head as she carried Ruby into Keshalla's bedroom and laid her down on the bed. “No, you’re not dying. You’re being called.”

      Memories of the venamisha crashed down on her, but that pain had been nothing compared to what she felt at the moment. She hoped it wasn’t an indication that whatever challenge awaited her would be proportionately worse.

      Ruby managed to force out only three words before she tumbled into the blackness of unconsciousness. “Again? Bloody hell.”
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      Thank you for reading Book 2 in the Magic City Chronicles, and for continuing on to read these author notes! I hope you enjoyed the tale, especially the involvement of the Federal Agents of Magic!

      This book was hard to write. Like, really hard. Usually when I’m writing there’s a pivot point where it feels like the uphill climb turns into the downhill spring, and the story just rolls out. In this case, I didn’t get there until the second chapter in the Kraken, which is far later than usual.

      I’m not overthinking the reason; as always, I’m just grateful that it all came together in the end like it was supposed to do. I love the way Morrigan progressed in this book, really enjoyed the parts with Diana, Rath, Glam, and Deacon, and made myself laugh out loud a few times at the things that came out of Idryll’s mouth.

      In writing communities there’s a lot of talk about whether you’re a “plotter,” or a “pantser,” the latter meaning that you just write by the seat of your pants, making it up as you go along. Stephen King is a great example of the latter group, as he’s said before he just thinks of people in a situation and goes from there. I tend toward the former, since my books tend to have a lot of moving parts. Ultimately though, I think it’s a blend – I make a plan, and then the characters mess up that plan, and then I make a new plan.

      For instance, the second part of the venamisha wasn’t supposed to happen until book 4, but apparently it’s coming earlier. While that makes the road a little rocky and requires some solid rethinking of things, it’s also what makes the process so exciting for me as an author. I find turning points that I never expected and treat them as gifts.

      Another example is that I had planned to give Ruby the magical armor she took from the assassin. But I realized that gave me the Superman problem – if your protagonist is too powerful, what threat is there, really? So it’s broken, at least for now. But I wouldn’t be shocked to see it coming back again soon.

      World of Warcraft was a bust, but it only cost me $15 to avoid spending a couple hundred on a game that no one was going to play with me, so I count that as a win. I finished Avengers, but haven’t done the first DLC yet. I’m playing Cyberpunk 2077, but I’m really, REALLY disappointed. The glitches aren’t so much of an issue as the storytelling. Coming from the game studio that did the Witcher 3, this game just doesn’t come close to what they’re capable of. Such a deep set of ideas to work with, and they’ve just rehashed a ton of stuff we’ve seen before.

      The holiday season always means new board games for us. The thing I’m most looking forward to is Sherlock Holmes: Consulting Detective, which we’re going to play as a family. I’m a huge fan of mysteries in general and Holmes in particular, so I think it’ll be fantastic.

      The Expanse is every bit as amazing as it promised to be. I’m not sure there’s ever been any sci-fi as good as this show on the small screen. Watching season 2 of the Mandalorian, but seriously, the first episode is Raylan Givens in space. I loved Justified with a deep and abiding passion, but for heaven’s sake, at least change the accent a little. The darn thing is even called “The Marshal.” Come on people. Work with me here.

      The holidays are always a weird time for me. The lack of structure is a challenge. I’m one of those people that just wants to rest while I’m working but can’t relax when there are things left to do. It’s a devious little catch-22.

      I’ve been rereading the entire “Foreigner” sequence by C.J. Cherryh to keep my brain from obsessing about things I can’t control. It’s a really lush, wonderful tale. Slow, rich, and vibrant. I can’t think of another series that has those qualities that I enjoy even half as much. I highly recommend it to you if you’re a fan of science fiction.

      Finally, if this is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      In my never-ending quest to get healthy, stay healthy I’m trying something new. Instead of taking one more exercise class with someone yelling about just one more while I wonder if planks count as some kind of torture - I’ve ditched everything that I don’t like.

      This is the radical advice of my trainer, Laura Weiner, who I’ve known for years. (The thing I like about her the most is when I ask a question, sometimes she says, I don’t know, and goes off to research a thorough answer. Rare and wonderful.)

      And, instead of looking for ways to exercise, we’ve been looking for fun things to do that involve movement. Stay with me here. This was weirdly mind blowing.

      Laura’s direction was to ditch everything I approached as a chore and look for things I’d actually look forward to doing. This conveniently fits in with my quest to regain the optimism, curiosity and joy I had as a kid. You know, that feeling when you wake up on a Saturday morning and realize the day is yours and your best friend is just a few houses away. I would jump on my purple Schwinn and race down the hill on Juniper Drive, wondering what adventures the day held. That wasn’t exercise, even though the bike had no speeds and weighed a ton. It was the start of something fun.

      I’m sixty-one years old, so it’s a long way back to that little kid, but there’s something strange about when you get to be this old. You let go of a lot of the have-to’s and shoulds and ask yourself better questions. Like, what do I want to do? That question changes everything.

      So far, I’ve found boxing and since we’re still in a pandemic I’ve set up Quiet Punch in a doorway. It’s a lot of fun punching something over and over again. The session is over before I know it and I’ve let off some steam.

      Next up is yoga. I’ve been using videos from YouTube in the living room. Sure, the good dog Lois Lane usually parks herself on part of the mat, but that’s just part of the ambience. Like being in a gym when a latecomer puts their mat down super close to yours. Ah, the memories of actually being in tight quarters with others. Yoga is perfect because most of the videos start with breathing and meditation and end with the same. By the time it’s over I’ve been sweaty, I’ve stretched and I’m a lot calmer. Plus, there’s hundreds to choose from and they all emphasize different things. I know that sounds like an ad for yoga, but it’s my jam.

      I tried running, which I loved but it turns out my back did not. That’s another part of this experiment. I have to be willing to admit defeat with some of the ideas, let go and try again. So, running was replaced with kayaking in Lady Bird lake in January. This is Austin, which means sixty-degree weather, which to me sounds perfect. However, the rental place said, I’m the only one who’s asked about lessons. Apparently, everyone else waits for the ninety-degree weather.

      That meant the instructor and I were the only two boats on the lake, along with a lot of birds and turtles. It was perfect. I didn’t even notice I was paddling.

      Hardest part of kayaking? Getting in and out of the boat. I did some kind of weird backward entry and roll out, but it worked without entering the water. Awkward but efficient even if the twenty-something instructor, Aubrey looked confused.

      What I’ve gotten from all of this is that moving around was never supposed to be torturous. It can actually be fun. Friends have tried trapeze lessons and hula hoop with flames. Yeah, that last one is a thing. It’s all got me looking forward to what comes next instead of dreading ‘exercise’. That Laura is a very clever trainer. More adventures to follow.
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      Ruby growled curses under her breath as she swung from the tiny ledge by the cramped fingers of a single hand. Cold wind tried to push her off the side of the mountain, but she grunted and with a Herculean effort of will, wrenched her body up to slap her other hand into position on the protrusion. Once her grip was secure, she complained, “You know, it would be really stupid to be called again, only to die trying to get where I’m supposed to go.”

      From below her, Idryll replied, “The venamisha does assume a certain level of competence.”

      If Ruby could bring herself to look down the mountainside they’d been climbing for the past half-hour without falling, she would surely see the familiar sarcastic smirk on her companion’s face. “Shut it. You suck. This mountain sucks. Everything sucks.” She pulled herself up and reached for the next ledge.

      It all seemed so much easier when they’d planned it. She’d woken up in bed with her headache gone and her mentor Keshalla at her bedside. The Mist Elf warrior had clued her in about what little knowledge existed on the events to come. Apparently, the second calling of the venamisha was rare enough that almost no one knew of it, and visiting the mystics at the summit was the only universally agreed-upon part of the ritual. As soon as her teacher had mentioned it, Ruby had felt drawn toward the mountain, something inside urging her to ascend. She’d dressed in her training gear and headed for the slope with Idryll and Keshalla at her back. A moment of decision arrived much earlier than expected when the pull led in one direction, but the easiest path to the mystics lay in a different one.

      Keshalla had advised, “Follow your instincts.”

      Idryll had immediately replied, “For anyone else, that would absolutely be the right path. Ruby’s instincts aren’t really the most reliable things on either planet.”

      Ruby had offered her partner an obscene gesture and started up the easier route. She’d only made it about one minute forward before a deluge of stones from small to giant came down the path and tried to kill her. She dodged the rockslide, but when the second had followed a moment after she resumed the ascent, she’d realized the truth—that she needed to go with the feeling. Use the Force, Ruby.

      That truth had led her to this place, climbing up the side of a mountain with precarious footholds and handholds, not enjoying a moment of it. Her leather armor wasn’t enough to counter the cold, and her weapons hung heavy. Although she pumped out a little magic to keep her warm and lighten the load, she was wary of taking too much concentration away from ensuring she didn’t plummet to her death. The voice of logic inside her head reminded her that she could probably blunt a fall using force magic. Her internal pessimist replied it would be difficult to do so if she was knocked unconscious from bouncing off the mountainside. The two voices agreed to disagree, lapsed into a sullen silence, and left her in peace.

      She looked up and spotted what appeared to be an opening about twenty feet above. “All right, about time.” She paused to calculate the best approach, then climbed with purpose. No further issues complicated her ascent, and she sat in the tunnel to regain her breath and composure. The tiger-woman slipped in beside her, clad only in her fur and seemingly oblivious to any elemental discomfort. Ruby remarked conversationally, “I hate you. You know that, right?”

      Idryll laughed. “I love you too, darling.” The sarcasm oozed from her words, pulling a laugh from Ruby.

      “So, what do you think lies ahead? Spiders? Giant ants? Cave bats? Trolls? I can go on.”

      The other woman shook her head with a long-suffering look. “Perhaps instead of imagining bad things, you should see what’s actually there.”

      Ruby sighed. “Oh, but that would ruin the mystery.” She forced herself to her feet and brushed off the back of her trousers, feeling the dust and gravel from the seemingly rarely used tunnel rasp against her palms. Lifting her right palm, she summoned a sphere of fire above it, drawing upon her magic only enough to maintain the flame and a force orb to contain it. She would have to continue to thread power to the ball, but the draw was low and wouldn’t impair her ability to fight if she needed to.

      Given that she spent most of her life subconsciously maintaining a magical disguise as a human, such minimal expenditures weren’t too worrisome. She rolled the orb down the tunnel as if she were in a bowling alley, and it revealed a corridor about eight feet high and four wide that ran uphill. “Well, at least it’s going in the right direction.” Her previous experience with the venamisha had taken her deep into the mountain. A descending route would be demoralizing, since as far as she knew her goal was to reach the top.

      Idryll nodded. “It does indeed. One wonders what dangers lie between us and the mystics.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “Oh, shut up.” She advanced with the other woman’s laughter at her tail. After several minutes of walking, re-rolling the orb every time it bounced back to her or they reached the spot where it had stopped moving, the object struck an unexpected wall. She approached it with a frown, thinking the tunnel had ended without delivering her to her destination but instead found a narrow square shaft leading upward. “Awesome. This looks safe.”

      Idryll stepped up behind her and observed, “Climbable.”

      “Maybe if you have claws that can pierce rock, sure. For the rest of us, it seems a little dangerous.”

      “Want me to go first?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, but come up fast after.”

      “Will do. Be careful.”

      She reached over her shoulder to make sure the draw of her sword was clean, checked the dagger at her hip, and chuckled. “Aren’t I always?” She used a thread of force magic to grab the orb and hurl it up the shaft, then discharged a blast of the same power into the ground to propel herself up after it. The claustrophobic walls whipped past in a grayish blur, and she broke out into an open space, landing nimbly beside the opening and drawing her sword. She positioned the weapon before her in a diagonal guard and slowly turned to survey her surroundings.

      It was unmistakably an arena. It resembled the places she’d seen in history books on Earth where gladiators fought in a lower ring, and people crowded the stands to watch in the hopes that they would win, or perhaps that they would die. Probably both would have been the top choice for those bloodthirsty crowds. A diffuse light grew from the curved ceiling high above to show the arena's dirty stone floor, seemingly hewed from the natural bones of the mountain. The rising tiers of seats appeared to be the same material. It would’ve been bland and boring if not for the ubiquitous carvings. The seats, the walls, the roof, all of them glowed with illuminated etched shapes and symbols she couldn’t penetrate the meaning of but were familiar from her previous experiences inside the mountain. The scientist part of her brain wondered if it was a language, if maybe Keshalla might know what they were trying to convey. Not important right now, Ruby. Focus.

      Idryll emerged from the shaft to take position beside her. “Smells like danger.”

      A melodious voice from across the arena floor replied, “Only for those who are inadequate to the task they’ve taken on.”

      Ruby turned toward the sound. A tall woman stood in a casual pose, left hand on her hip, right hanging loosely at her side. She wore chain armor, silver links married to ebon plates at chest and thighs and gleaming in the growing illumination. Black leather boots reached up to her knees, and polished metal gauntlets covered her forearms and hands. Her skin was light, her hair the snowy white typical of the Mist Elves, and her face was sharp-lined with cheekbones drawing a “V” to the thin-lipped mouth. Her expression seemed simultaneously caring and severe.

      Ruby replied, “Well, hopefully, we’ll turn out to be adequate. I’m Ruby. This is Idryll.”

      The other woman inclined her head. “I am Kaeni. I am the guardian of this place, and only by defeating me shall you continue.”

      She nodded seriously. “Very well. So, checkers? Parcheesi? I mean, we can play Monopoly, but it takes a long time, and it’s always a problem making sure the banker doesn’t cheat.”

      Their opponent laughed and indicated the surroundings. “You would deny our audience a true contest?”

      Ruby frowned and shifted her gaze to the stands. She hadn’t noticed the ghostly figures filling in, but they became more solid as she watched. None of them reached a full presence, at most a half-state, but male and female Mist Elves in various eras of clothing, all adults, filled the rows. “Who are they?”

      Unexpectedly, Idryll provided the answer. “Those who have previously undergone the venamisha. I recognize many.” Ruby had never delved into the tiger’s past beyond what she’d chosen to reveal, but it made sense that she would have been part of the trial for others before Ruby’s attempt.

      “Awesome.” Turning back to Kaeni, she said, “I don’t know, a good game of chess could be scintillating.” The other woman shook her head. “Okay. Ground rules?”

      Her opponent smiled. “This is a test of might and power. Defeat me however you can, if you wish to continue.”

      Ruby nodded again. “Perfect. Let’s do it.”
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      Kaeni extended her hands, and a large two-handed sword materialized in them, a silver blade with shining runes that matched those on the surrounding stone. The other woman twitched the weapon in an invitation, and Ruby stalked slowly toward her, clothing herself in a full-body force shield an inch from her skin. She pushed all thoughts that weren’t relevant to the fight from her head, discarding her wonderings about what came next and her frustrations over the climb to reach this place. She sensed Idryll moving off to her left. Together they should easily be a match for the lone woman at the far end, which triggered an immediate suspicion about what sort of trap they were walking into.

      She drew her enchanted knife with her left hand and said a quiet word of thanks to Shentia for providing her with the dagger that allowed her to cast spells through it. She sent a beam of fire at Kaeni, doubting it would mark the end of the battle but needing to suss out her opponent’s defenses. If it scored unexpectedly, so much the better.

      The other woman nonchalantly shifted her sword's angle to intercept the beam, and the magic was sucked into the weapon, causing it to glow slightly afterward. I need to get one of those. Ruby’s desire must have shown on her face because the other woman’s lips twitched upward in response. Her foe extended that overly large sword in front of her in a two-handed grip, stepped into a back stance, and centered her weight. It was clear she was aware of Idryll and ready to defend against an attack from either side.

      Ruby moved forward and flicked her gaze at the tiger-woman. Her companion had shifted into her natural form, and four massive paws prowled nimbly toward their opponent. When they neared enough that a quick run would close the distance, Ruby shouted to distract their opponent and slashed the dagger in the air to send a line of force at the other woman’s feet. Instead of blocking down with the sword, which Ruby had hoped for, Kaeni nimbly skipped aside and countered the simultaneous rush from the tiger, intercepting the slashing claws with the flat of her blade. She sliced the weapon at Idryll as she disengaged, and the tiger roared in anger as the tip scored a small wound along her flank. Ruby said, “Oh, now you’ve done it. Pissing off the tiger is a bad idea.”

      Kaeni wove the sword in a graceful pattern with a low laugh. “Somehow I doubt my odds are any worse now than they were a moment ago, as the goal you seek can only be achieved by going through me.” She rushed at Ruby, shifting the giant blade unexpectedly to her left hand and whipping her right out at Idryll, who was circling to that side. A blast of magic sent the tiger careening away, tumbling to slam against the far wall.

      Seeing her partner injured eliminated whatever playfulness remained in Ruby. She slipped in with a snarl and whipped her sword across in a wide arc to knock the other woman’s weapon inward. She spun to her left, reversed the dagger in her hand, and stabbed it back at her foe’s unprotected head. Kaeni bent forward to avoid the attack, put her hands on the floor, and kicked back with both heels at Ruby. The blow caught her in the stomach and sent her sliding backward several feet, more stunning than painful.

      By the time she regained her balance, the other woman was wading in. The two-handed sword was now cleanly wielded by her right hand alone, and Kaeni threw magic with her left. Ruby sheathed her dagger and summoned a force shield on her arm in a single motion. She intercepted bolts of shadow easily, then made the mistake of lifting the shield to block the downward slash from the other woman’s sword. The impact numbed her arm from fingers to shoulder, and it went instantly limp. She avoided the follow-up strike by throwing herself in a roll to the side, turning an awkward landing into a fairly graceful rise to her feet. Idryll padded to stand beside her, and the tiger looked as dazed as she felt. Ruby offered, “So, she’s a bit of a challenge, eh?”

      Her companion’s big furry head nodded. The tiger’s mouth moved weirdly as human speech came out of it. “Indeed. One expects competent foes in the venamisha.”

      “So you say, rabbit,” she replied, her jangled mind calling up cartoons she’d watched as a child. “Let’s take her together.”

      They surged forward simultaneously, and their opponent grinned widely. Kaeni raised her weapon into guard position, but as they drew near, fired a blast of force at the floor and went flying over their heads. They skidded to a stop and turned in time to meet her attack from behind. Their foe shot another force bolt at Idryll, but Ruby dove in its way, getting knocked back but avoiding actual damage due to the shield that still lay an inch away from her skin. Her left arm was starting to feel like it was on fire, that in-between stage that was the bridge from numbness to usefulness, and Ruby welcomed the pain.

      She slashed her sword in a backhand strike at Kaeni's head. The woman interposed her blade to block the blow and slipped in a solid jab at Ruby’s cheek with her metal-covered fist. As she stumbled backward, the tiger targeted the extended arm, slashing it deeply with her claws and immediately causing blood to flow from the wound. Their opponent pulled the damaged arm in against her body with a hiss, and the amusement that had graced her face from the beginning of the battle vanished. She growled, “Very nice. You remind me of my challenge from so long ago.”

      Ruby circled to her right while Idryll matched her to the left, keeping the woman directly between them. She snapped out a quick strike at Kaeni's thigh, but a flashing crescent kick that knocked against the flat of the blade and pushed it out of line blocked it. Idryll had moved simultaneously and took another one-handed slash from the other woman’s claymore as a reward for the effort. The weapon’s longer reach was proving a problem, and Ruby only saw one way to deal with it. Her left arm was responsive enough to grab her dagger and draw it so she sheathed her sword and charged forward. The claymore came around in a tight arc, more a block than a strike, but nothing Ruby wanted to feel hitting her in any case. She interposed the dagger to push the blade farther along its arc and slipped through after it had passed to deliver a punch to her foe’s cheek.

      Kaeni pulled her head back enough to blunt some of the blow’s power and tried to step out to gain distance. Ruby moved with her, stabbing with the knife and reaching down to control the other woman’s sword hand with hers. A head butt was her reward, Kaeni's forehead crashing down into her nose, which snapped under the impact. Ruby howled in pain but didn’t let it distract her from keeping that all-important sword under control. I’ve had my nose broken before, wench. You’ll have to try harder than that.

      Her foe’s back arched, and she cried out in pain as the tiger clawed her from behind. Ruby couldn’t see the wound, but the other woman’s reaction suggested they’d managed some serious damage. An explosion of force magic from their foe threw her away from Kaeni, and she landed hard, rolling until she slammed into one of the low walls that separated the arena floor from the stands. She pushed herself to her feet and ran randomly ahead to avoid any follow-up attack, dashing tears from her eyes and whipping her head around to find the other woman.

      Kaeni stalked toward Ruby, blood dripping from her arm and in a trail from her back as she advanced. Behind her, Idryll floated in the air, her paws scrabbling but unable to gain purchase on whatever held her there. The woman’s sword glowed brightly now, making Ruby wince as she tried to track it. Still a dozen feet away, Kaeni stabbed the weapon forward, and a fireball leapt from the tip. Ruby waved a force shield into place in front of her, a semi-circle that protected her from damage as the flames washed over her. Ice came next, then electricity creeping around the edges of the shield and scorching her arm. The burns sang along her wounded left limb, which succumbed to numbness again, causing her to drop the dagger from weakened fingers.

      She reached for the throwing knife in her right boot, part of her training kit on Oriceran, unfortunately, not the enchanted one that was at home in her dresser, and whipped it at the other woman. The magical onslaught stopped as the sword shifted to block, and Ruby charged ahead. She created a large force shield attached to her right arm that extended from her feet above her head and positioned it immediately in front of her. Her opponent realized what she was up to a moment before impact and tried to dodge, but Ruby was ready for it and adjusted to match her movement.

      She slammed bodily into her foe, sending the other woman sprawling, and most importantly, separating her from her sword. The magic that held the tiger in place failed, and Idryll jumped as soon as her paws touched the ground, landing with all her weight on Kaeni's chest. The breath went out of her in a rush. Ruby extended her right hand and called the dagger to it, then knelt and placed it at the other woman’s throat. “Do you yield?”

      A grin blossomed, displaying bloody teeth from her split lips as Kaeni said, “Very well done. Simple but effective. I yield.”

      The ghostly audience erupted into cheers and applause. Ruby stood and peered at them. They seemed genuinely pleased at her success. She nodded in appreciation, and they faded. She turned back to the downed woman to find that Idryll had reverted to her humanoid form and had taken hold of one of the other woman’s hands. Ruby took the remaining one and pulled her up to her feet. Kaeni said, “Let’s take care of urgent matters first.” She waved her hand in a wide circle over her head, and what felt like a light mist rained down upon them. As it touched wounds, flesh closed and the pain receded. When the spell finished, they were whole again. “Now, you are free to continue.” She lifted her other hand, and a section of the stands vanished to reveal a tunnel beyond it, leading up.

      Ruby groaned. “More walking. I swear, by the time this is over, I’ll have climbed the mountain thirty-seven times.”

      Kaeni laughed. “I see much of myself in you. I said just about the same thing. It’s a short climb, and the mystics await. I dare say they do so eagerly, as it has been a century and more since anyone followed this path.”

      Ruby asked, “Can you reveal what lies ahead? Maybe give a sister a clue or two?”

      Kaeni laughed. “No. That would be telling.” She waved and faded into transparency, then disappeared in silence.

      Idryll observed, “You keep trying for those shortcuts, but it never seems to work out.”

      “Worst thing that can happen is they say no, right?”

      “Or smite you for your impertinence.”

      Ruby snorted. “Wow, that word-a-day thesaurus is really working out for you. Let’s go, fancy talker.” She ignored her partner’s growl at the insult as she headed for the exit.
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      Ruby and Idryll emerged from the tunnel after only a short climb, blinking in the sudden daylight. Ahead of them in a semi-circle stood the mystics: men, women, and children of varying ages, body types, and appearances, clad in simple white robes. One thing they all had in common was an apparent pleasure at their arrival, indicated by the smiles gracing their faces. A man directly in the center of their arrangements stepped forward and bowed shallowly to them. The lines on his face suggested age, but his energetic movement and long dark hair argued the opposite. “Junra, companion, welcome. We are so very glad to see you.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow and put her hands on her hips. “Sure didn’t seem so when you were hurling avalanches at us.”

      Many of the others echoed the man’s carefree laughter. He nodded enthusiastically. “I am sure, I am sure. Still, we must follow the rules of the process, which required you to undertake the Contest of Might. You did feel pulled toward that location, did you not?”

      Idryll whispered, “Just like Keshalla said.”

      Ruby whispered back, “Shut up, you,” then raised her voice. “That’s a fair point. I’m Ruby, and this is Idryll.”

      His grin widened, something she would not have thought possible. “It is our pleasure to meet you. I am Nadar, and my friends will introduce themselves as they choose, or not. You have successfully navigated the first phase of the trial, and you may rest among us for as long as you wish until you are prepared to move on.” The others bowed shallowly and walked off to their duties or pleasures, and he gestured them toward a two-story stone building jutting out from the side of the mountain. “Please, come inside.”

      A large wooden door that swung open at their approach guarded the entrance. Almost everything else was stone, seemingly carved from the mountain itself or quarried and turned into blocks. He explained, “The mountain supplies much of what we need.” They passed through a sitting area with comfortable-looking couches of wood and fabric. Tapestries that looked handmade and depicted historical scenes from the Mist Elves’ past adorned the walls. He led them on to a most unexpected revelation, although it confirmed what her ears had been telling her. A mountain stream ran through the middle of the building, with narrow wooden bridges arching over it at multiple crossings. “This cools us in the summer, provides mechanical power in all seasons, and suffices for all our water needs.”

      The next section back was a kitchen area and a dining room, the former filled with bustling mystics preparing a meal. Ruby asked, “Do you have workers other than yourselves?”

      Nadar shook his head. “No, we are more or less self-sufficient. Occasionally we will trade with villagers for luxuries, or when our gardens don’t produce as much as we might need, but in general, we keep to ourselves and share all work equally.”

      “What do you do up here?”

      “We think. We let our minds wander to consideration of things that may never have been considered before. Sometimes, we gain insight into the future.”

      Ruby gave a soft snort. “Like prophecy or something?”

      He nodded seriously. “Exactly like that. In fact, should you complete the current trial, you may turn out to be referenced in one of them.”

      Although her parents had mentioned it before, hearing it from someone else surprised her as much as the first revelation. She stammered, “What?”

      Beside her, Idryll gave a soft chuff of disgust. “Surely you didn’t think the things happening to you happen to everyone, did you? Like every random Mist Elf gets called to the venamisha not once, but twice?”

      Ruby cocked her head as she pondered the question, then shrugged. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

      The tiger-woman laughed. “That’s why you would make a terrible mystic.”

      Nadar joined her companion’s laughter, and finally Ruby joined as well. “Fair point.” She turned her attention back to him. “Can you tell me anything about the rest of the trial?”

      Idryll muttered, “Always with the shortcuts.” Ruby kicked her in the leg with the side of her foot.

      The mystic nodded, surprising her. “I know the next two parts follow one after the other, much like the three of the initial trial did. I also know you will face them without your weapons or your companion.”

      Ruby frowned. “That isn’t exactly good news.”

      He smiled softly. “I can see why it may appear to be that way, junra. Have confidence that you would not have reached this point if you were not capable of handling what lies ahead.” A slightly snarky reply rose to her lips, but the clanging of a deep bell forestalled it. Nadar clapped his hands once. “Dinnertime. Please, come.”

      He led them to a large room and beckoned them to a pair of chairs beside the one he claimed on one side of the long table. No hierarchy was in evidence, as mystics arrived and seemingly sat wherever they pleased. The ones who had been cooking delivered family-style platters to the table’s center and the dishes were passed around once they, too, were seated. Dinner proved to be an array of delicious things, roasted vegetables, fresh breads, a soup with a spice she couldn’t identify but loved immediately, and a variety of pickles and seasonings.

      The most reclusive Mist Elves were surprisingly talkative, not like she’d pictured them to be, although the discussion topics were somewhat less everyday than they might be at a typical table. Deep thoughts and simple observations mixed without prejudice. She found herself engaged in conversation several times, with others asking about her life and experiences. She told them about living on Earth and of the first venamisha, which she could apparently now speak of freely. Once they had eaten their fill, a different set of mystics gathered the dishes and headed for the back, doubtless to handle the cleaning and tidying duties. Nadar touched her arm. “Please come with me. We can talk a little before it is time for sleep.”

      Idryll replied, “I think I’ll go help in the kitchen. I wouldn’t be against finding something sweet to snack on.”

      The mystic laughed and nodded. “Please do.” Ruby followed him into a small sitting room around a fire. The chairs were simple wood but comfortable, and he offered her a glass of mead. “We keep the bees, grow the flavorings, and brew it ourselves. It is one of the things that people are most willing to barter for when we have need of trade.”

      She tasted it, and sweet honey blossomed on her tongue along with a soft bite from the alcohol. “Delicious.”

      He wiggled to get comfortable and settled with a satisfied sigh. “You must have many questions.”

      Ruby nodded, then wrangled them into some sort of order. “I guess the biggest one is what’s up with this second venamisha? I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      He set his drink down on a convenient side table and laced his fingers over his stomach. “It is rarely spoken of, perhaps because the magic prohibits it, or perhaps because it is so rare. We do have records of those who have completed it, as at least those are allowed. That has not happened often, once a generation at most, based on our entries. It has been almost a century since the last.”

      “And the woman I faced earlier? Kaeni?”

      He nodded. “Mirra Kaeni was the last to complete it, or at least the last to make a note of doing so in our book.”

      Ruby frowned. “That title seems familiar, but I can’t quite place it.”

      He lifted his glass to his lips and took a deep drink. “It has fallen out of use over time. It is a historical title of respect for royalty. Princess is perhaps the closest thing to it.”

      She followed his lead and drank off a quarter of her mead before replying. “But Mist Elves don’t have a ruler.”

      He shrugged. “Mist Elves have had rulers in the past. It could be they shall do so once again. That is something I have no knowledge of.”

      “No prophecies?”

      The mystic chuckled. “None that clearly mention such a thing, no.”

      Ruby nodded. “She referred to having gone through the second venamisha. Is this the end of it?”

      “That, too, is beyond my knowledge. Our records do not say anything about what comes after, only a list of dates and names.”

      She sighed in disappointment. “That’s not much information.”

      The mystic gave a sympathetic smile. “I know. Perhaps you can content yourself with this. You are on a path that no one in a hundred years has traveled. Doubtless the answers to all these questions will be revealed when you reach the end.”

      She laughed. “Or I’ll write my name in your book, and nothing more will come of it.”

      He chuckled in response. “Or that. Certainly that’s possible. Somehow I doubt that you will have gone through all this only to find yourself the same at the end. Experiences like this create their change. That is, of course, the point of them.”

      Ruby snorted. “The only real change I’ve seen so far is that now I’m stuck with a snarky tiger for the rest of my life.”

      He laughed, full-bodied and joyful. “A fate many would gladly embrace, my young friend.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Is this the route to becoming a mystic, perhaps?”

      He shook his head. “Most definitely not, unless we are all unable to remember it. Becoming one of us requires only the desire to step away from the mundane world and focus the mind on other things. It is the rare person who can handle it for more than a short time, maybe one in ten, but we welcome anyone to make the attempt.”

      “Idryll would say I don’t have the temperament for it.”

      He nodded with a smile. “From what I’ve seen so far, your companion would likely be correct.” He laughed again, softly. “At this moment in your life, you are a person of action. Perhaps the time when you might be fulfilled simply by thought has not yet arrived. When it does, you will of course be welcome.”

      She finished the mead and realized she had no other questions because there were no answers to be had. “Then I guess it’s time for a solid night’s sleep and onward in the morning.”

      “A good plan, I think. For what it is worth, Ruby, every one of us wishes you success with all that we are. We can’t wait for you to return and tell us what lies next on the path.”
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      The mystics were true to their word and provided Ruby with a warm white robe to belt around her simple trousers and tunic. She left her weapons and gear in Idryll's hands, and the confident expression on the tiger-woman’s face buoyed her spirits. “Take care of those for me. Between you and me, these mystics look like kleptomaniacs.” She grinned at Nadar, who chuckled and nodded.

      He said, “Yes, certainly, having no particular sense of personal property, we desire yours.” She wouldn’t have imagined a mystic might have a sarcastic sense of humor, but then again, she hadn’t pictured a tiger having one either. New revelations all over the place, courtesy of the venamisha.

      She shook her head at her rambling thoughts. “Let’s get on with it then. Where do I go?”

      He led her forward, and as they walked out of the building and back toward the mountain, the rest of the mystics fell into line. When they stopped walking, she and Idryll were again the focal point of the semi-circle of mystics, their expressions serious but hopeful. At a wave of Nadar's hand, a section of the mountain’s face vanished to reveal a tunnel behind it. She drew a deep breath. “Okay, then. I guess I’ll see you on the other side.”

      He nodded. “Doubtless you will. Good luck to you, Ruby.”

      “Thanks to you and your people.”

      She exchanged a nod with her partner, then turned before anyone else could speak and marched forward into the opening. As soon as she stepped inside, the barrier snapped back into place, cutting off the light from beyond. She stopped moving as the tunnel’s surfaces began to glow. Golden bricks, each as wide as her hand and as long as her forearm, lined the passage, carrying the same intricate carvings she’d seen before. The etched areas shone with orange light, giving the whole space the illusion of warmth. She cinched the belt of the heavy fabric robe around her, wiggled her shoulders to get it into position, and strode ahead.

      The tunnel continued unchanged until it opened into a large rectangular room. Massive candelabras hung by golden chains from the ceiling, but in place of candles were crystals that glowed with brilliant white light. The center of the room held a path created by a series of flat circular stones, again etched with strange symbols. The rest of the space was otherwise unremarkable grey stone. A tunnel at the far end offered an exit. She frowned at the arrangement. “What, am I supposed to guess? Is it hopscotch?”

      The sound of echoing laughter accompanied Kaeni as the woman materialized beside her, looking much as she had before their battle. “Of course not.” She gestured toward the path of rounded stones. “Each disc contains a challenge. Your first choice in response to each shall be the one you are judged upon.”

      Ruby frowned. “And if I should fail?”

      “It is less a test of ‘succeed and fail’ than it is of understanding. However, should you ultimately be found wanting, you will awake among the mystics with no memory of what has passed, only a recollection that you visited them to cure your headache.”

      “You can do that?”

      The other woman shrugged as if it was apparent. “Of course.”

      “What sort of challenges will I face? I have no weapons, obviously.”

      A smile grew on Kaeni's lips. “Whatever you need will be provided. Best of luck to you, Ruby Achera.” She faded too fast for a reply.

      Ruby faced the discs with a frown, then shrugged her shoulders to loosen them and shook out her wrists. “Okay. Okay, sure. It’s weird, but it’s certainly unlikely to be as dangerous as the rest since I don’t have any weapons.”

      The voice inside her head laughed darkly but didn’t offer any other response. The discs were set about three feet from one another and the first about that same distance from where she stood. She leapt over the intervening space and landed with her knees bent and arms slightly out, ready for what might come. A small cry came from her left, and she twisted in that direction to see a man standing behind a child, choking him. The young boy struggled as his face turned purple, his feet kicking off the ground.

      Ruby reacted by instinct, her hand dipping toward where one of her throwing knives would be, knowing that speed mattered. The blade was where she expected it to be, and she measured the situation as the knife reached position. She whipped out her arm and the weapon flew true. It stabbed into one of the man’s arms, causing him to drop the child and rear back in pain. They both started to fade before his captive’s feet hit the floor, and a moment later were gone.

      Ruby focused on calming her breathing while she waited for her thumping heart to slow. “What the hell?”

      Kaeni's voice spoke from all around her, or maybe it was only in her head. It seemed so unreal. “You had a choice to make. Not to defend the child, of course. Anyone would have done that. Rather, to aim for a vital spot and kill the man or to strike at his arm and allow him to live. Your first instinct was to preserve both lives.”

      Ruby shook her head. She hadn’t made a conscious choice. It had simply worked out that way. A blue ring glowed on the outside of the next circle as if inviting her to move forward. She waited one more moment to be sure she was steady, then leapt to it, landing in the same position as before. This time the action was off to her right. A human man and a Mist Elf woman appeared, each about the same age and dressed in no particularly impressive fashion. Ordinary folks.

      She had enough time to register their presence before a deep war cry came from a short distance behind them. A Kilomea materialized, rushing forward with an ax in each hand, clearly intent on killing one of the people before him. The huge creature wore heavy leather armor, and his blades looked frighteningly sharp. She was in motion before her brain fully assessed the situation. The two possessed no obvious differences other than species and gender, which might have been the point of the test.

      She ignored them both, instead taking a line directly toward the onrushing Kilomea. She marshaled her magic to summon a force shield before her, intending to take him out the same way she had Kaeni. Unfortunately, her magic failed to respond. With a growl, she reached for the sword on her back, trusting it would materialize as the knife had, but her hand found nothing. All right, then. The hard way. She lifted her arms in front of her head to protect it and continued forward, throwing her body at the Kilomea.

      The universe suddenly shifted as if she was grabbed and thrown across the room but somehow simultaneously didn’t move at all, and she was back on the disc. The man and the woman bowed slightly to her and vanished. Ruby panted, “Okay. You suck.”

      Understanding filled Kaeni's laughter. “The junra can, of course, end the trial at any time simply by stepping off the path after a challenge. Surely you didn’t think it would be easy?”

      Ruby shook her head and wiped her sweaty palms on her robe. “I didn’t, but maybe I hoped it would be.” Before she could worry about it further, she leapt to the next disc. The challenge appeared off to the left again, and this time it was the dwarf who was at least one of the spiders that occupied the center of the web of troubles in Magic City. Grentham raised his hands to cast a spell at her, and she reacted without thought. She snatched a throwing dagger and whipped her arm forward, then second-guessed herself, wondering if she was supposed to make peace. She tried to stop the throw, but her body continued moving, and she suddenly realized what the other woman had meant about her first choice being judged.

      The blade left her hand and tumbled in slow motion through the air until it struck the dwarf in the chest, knocking him back several steps. A shocked look appeared on his face as he stared down at the weapon, and he cupped it in both hands as if he would pull it out. Then he fell backward and faded into nothingness. Ruby froze, wondering if she had chosen wrong, fearing she would be judged a failure and kicked out of the venamisha. Nothing happened. Either I chose properly or not badly enough to end the trial. Either way, I’ll take it, but maybe I need to keep an eye on that instinctive, aggressive response. I could have shielded instead. But he’s such a scumbag.  It wasn’t any kind of justification, but the insult did make her feel slightly better. Out loud, she said, with false confidence, “Getting pretty repetitive there, Kaeni. Can’t think of anything different?”

      She leapt to the next stone, intending to land in the same position. Her surprise was complete when she passed through the disc unhindered and landed in cold water that immediately covered her head. She stroked for the surface, but an inexorable force pulled at her, dragging her down. She spun in a circle looking for handholds, but the sides were as slick as glass. Trying to summon her magic revealed that it was blocked. The first burn in her lungs arrived with a wave of panic, and it locked up her mind for several precious moments. Fortunately, some part of her was smart enough not to open her mouth, not to try to breathe. When she’d collected her wits again, she tried swimming upward. Each stroke increased the downward pull.

      She saw the solution in that instant but wasn’t sure she had the presence of mind or remaining air in her lungs to pull it off. She forced herself to relax, letting the fear spill out of her, picturing it leaving her in a wreath of bubbles. Her body started to rise as she stopped resisting. Several seconds later, another of those wrenches in reality deposited her back on the disc she’d failed to hit with her last jump, dry, warm, and nonetheless shaking from toes to head.

      She focused on keeping her balance since sitting might be against the rules, and managed to force out the words, “Okay. D-don’t tease the g-ghostly game master. Good. Got it.” Only two discs remained before she reached the tunnel. As soon as her body recovered enough that she thought she could manage it, she leapt for the next ring. This time, something truly unexpected happened.

      To her right, part of a room materialized, as if she stood in the middle of it. The floor was wooden planks, the walls rich paneling, and a gorgeous, polished rack holding an array of amazing weapons dominated the end of the space. It held several swords, an equal number of daggers, plus spears, bows, and even more esoteric weapons like clubs, flails, and maces. They all appeared to be of the highest quality. Probably Drow made.

      She strode forward to examine the items, unable to keep herself from touching them and knew she faced a choice. Which weapon she selected would matter somehow. She appraised them with an experienced eye and started to notice differences among them. Several of the blades were so pristine they were clearly unblooded. Others had seen use but hadn’t been cared for adequately, as the metal was notched and scarred. Her examination resulted in discovering two weapons that appeared to match, both worn enough at the hilt to show that they’d been used but with pristine blades that demonstrated deep care. Of all the weapons, they would be the most dependable since any flaws that existed would’ve already appeared. Just like me. Flawed but functional.

      She nodded in satisfaction and reached for them, but something stopped her at the last minute, a voice in her head reminding her she hadn’t yet earned the right to wear paired swords. With a momentary sadness, she selected only one. It vanished under her fingertips, and the room did the same. She was left standing on the disc, feeling as if she’d made the correct choice, but wishing that she’d been able to make the other one. She muttered, “I didn’t get the weapon, so it’s not like it matters. But I sure thought I would, at the moment.” The replacement of reality that the ritual accomplished was nothing short of phenomenal.

      She jumped ahead to the last, feeling her ability to cope with the tests coming at her start to flag. The room fell into darkness, save a single crystal that emitted a glow covering the disc. A male voice, deep, resonant, and familiar from the first venamisha intoned, “Junra, the time has come to decide what you want.” The emphasis on the last word was clear. “Do you wish to live a normal life, or do you wish to continue on this path, despite the dangers and challenges it may present?”

      “Normal” floated into her brain, and a spike of fear shot through her because although that’s what her brain offered, it wasn’t the choice she wanted. The man’s voice returned. “Your mind thinks one thing, but your heart is far surer of what it wants. Here, we test the heart.” The beam of light shifted to illuminate the exit. With a sigh of relief, Ruby jumped over the intervening space and headed out of the room, on to the next challenge.
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      The short tunnel ended in what seemed to be a perfectly square room. The same golden tiles as the initial hallway covered it. The massive object in the center of the chamber tinted everything. A cube stood on a point, made of glowing purple crystal. Ruby approached it slowly, on guard for apparitions, attacks, or any other random occurrences. When she neared the cube, Kaeni appeared. One moment she was absent, the next, fully present. Ruby exclaimed, “Damn it, woman, is that really necessary?”

      She laughed. “I like your attitude. Reminds me of me. It will serve you well, assuming someone doesn’t kill you for it.”

      “Is that what happened to you?”

      The other woman shook her head but didn’t offer any additional information. “Within that chamber is the test of wisdom. It will determine whether you are worthy for what lies beyond.”

      “That’s not a lot of detail. Got anything more?”

      “No. “

      Ruby sighed. “Did you have to do this?” The other woman nodded. “Did you enjoy it?”

      Kaeni laughed again, and the sound bounced around the room, the tiles reflecting it strangely. “No, I cannot say I enjoyed it.”

      “Thought so. Was it worth it?”

      She shrugged. “Only you can answer that question for you. For me, it was definitely worth it. Again, I wish you luck, Ruby Achera.” She faded, leaving Ruby alone.

      She called to the emptiness, “Instructions would’ve been nice.” Her voice repeating as an echo was the only response. She stepped forward and extended a tentative hand to the side of the cube, and the crystal spread away at her touch, creating an opening large enough to step through. She drew a deep breath and crossed the threshold. Power gripped her immediately, pulling her in and lifting her until she was in the center of the object. She could look from side to side, but like the trapped tiger during the fight against Kaeni, Ruby couldn’t get purchase to shift her body.

      Without transition, she was suddenly standing on a featureless plain. It brought to mind what she’d always imagined being stuck in the middle of the desert would be like. Everything was faded and amorphous—she wasn’t able to make out the ground's texture beneath her feet. Footsteps echoed as another being approached, and Morrigan appeared from the darkness. Half her face was bloody from multiple cuts, and she limped as she moved. Her words cut off Ruby’s intended greeting. “This is your fault, sister. I’m hurt because of you.”

      Ice ran through her. “What do you mean?”

      Morrigan's right arm twitched as if she wanted to make a gesture, but the limb wouldn’t work. “You stirred things up. You refused to tell me what was going on, so I had to figure it out myself. It left me with no options except to try to rescue you from the mess you put yourself in.”

      Ruby clamped her lips shut on a negation, remembering the test was about wisdom. She didn’t think “wise” was a word that could be accurately applied to her, but rationally thinking the issue through would be the right way to go. She considered whether she had kept information from her sister. Of course, I have. I had to. Did I increase the danger? She thought about that question for several moments, then shook her head. No. The threat was already there. I chose to get involved, but no one told her she had to. That was the key, she realized.

      “Morrigan, I love you. But your decision to put on a disguise and join the fight was your own. I didn’t ask you to do it. I didn’t need you to do it. Perhaps I could’ve shared more, but that’s easy to say after the fact. I did what I thought was right.”

      Morrigan snarled, “This is the result. Good work, sister.”

      The other woman faded away, leaving Ruby feeling as if she’d been punched in the gut. Nothing happened immediately, and she looked around the empty darkness and observed, “Well, this sucks. That’s pretty low right there, Kaeni.” She straightened her back and rolled her neck from side to side. “All right. Bring on the next.”

      A noise came from behind, and she turned to see her roommates assembled, standing in a straight line with the elf, Shiannor, in the center. He was the only one who appeared to be fully present. The others’ eyes tracked his movements, but their expressions were blank. Oh, great. He’s going to accuse me of putting them all in danger, too. As if I haven’t worried about that enough outside the venamisha.

      He said, “We trusted you, Ruby. You rewarded our trust with lies.” She blinked in surprise. “You’ve used us like pawns on your chessboard, extracting information without providing any and asking Demetrius to risk himself for your gain.”

      She snapped reflexively, “I hired Demetrius, fair and square.”

      The elf shook his head, his straight scarlet hair falling over his golden tunic, far fancier than anything she’d seen him wear in real life. “He agreed to help you not because he wanted the work but because he trusted you. But all you feed us are lies and half-truths about who you are and what you’re up to.”

      She cringed under that accusation. Again, in a certain light, he was correct. I can’t tell them everything right away. That brings them into too much danger. One word to the wrong person and the whole household is at risk. Besides, Demetrius is amazing. He’s not going to get caught.

      She recognized the effort at justification as soon as it crossed her mind. “Okay. You’re right. I haven’t told you everything, but I can’t, not yet. Too much risk. I did push on our friendship to convince Demetrius. It’s not the best situation, and while I can find another infomancer, I don’t believe the need to keep some things to myself is likely to go away anytime soon. I don’t want to leave you all. I think we’re good for each other. But I can, and will, minimize the untruths and your involvement in my stuff.”

      His expression didn’t change, still disapproving, still judgmental, as they faded away. Ruby growled, “Next,” this telling of her failures inspiring deep anger. To her right, her parents shimmered into being. Oh, awesome. This is gonna be great. Sinnia said, “My daughter, we’ve done so much to keep you safe. Hidden your identity, preserved you in case you were the one the prophecy named. Why would you risk it? Why would you risk all that effort to oppose a bunch of human criminals?” The word “human” came out in a sneer, wholly unlike anything she’d ever heard from her actual mother.

      Her father nodded. “Truly, you have a life that anyone would envy. A skill in merging magic and technology, the wealth that will come from owning a casino, and a family that loves and supports you. All we’ve asked is that you remain safe. Why can’t you do this for us?”

      This was an argument she’d rehearsed many, many times in her head. Although her parents had never said the words, whenever she did something in the least bit risky, she felt that accusation. She replied, “You’ve done a wonderful job preparing me for any road I might choose. The time has come to put that preparation into action. Now I have to travel the road. To do that, I must risk certain things.”

      They vanished without replying. Having met three, Ruby hoped the ritual was over. She spun in a slow circle, but the infinite blackness stayed unchanged. “Damn it. Okay. Next.”

      Her mentor’s voice came from behind her. “This is quite the situation you find yourself in, minari.”

      Ruby turned and gave a slight bow to the woman who stood before her with her hands resting on her sheathed daggers. “Indeed, shenai. It seems as if the venamisha is trying to convince me I’m a failure.”

      Her mentor smiled, and its familiarity lifted her spirits for a moment, only for her words to smash them down again. “Aren’t you? You’re one of us, a Mist Elf, and yet you pretend to be human. Worse, you’ve embraced your fictional humanity and everything that goes with it instead of serving your people, your true heritage. You spend almost all your time on Earth, and all your efforts are directed toward improving things there. What have you done for Oriceran? What have you done for the magicals who live in Kemana MountHaven? It seems as if your priorities are horribly misdirected, my student.”

      This argument, too, was one she’d fought in her head before. “With respect, teacher, there is room for all, and I have to serve those in immediate need. I’d like to choose a different path, one that addresses problems before they become emergencies, certainly. I give Mist Elf and magical issues equal weight with human issues as much as I can. I have a responsibility to everyone in Ely, regardless of their ancestry.”

      Her teacher nodded. “Whether you are right or wrong, your conviction is clear.” She gave a nod that looked almost like respect and vanished.

      The next voice caused her to turn again. It was timid and frightened. Her human high school frenemy Jennifer stepped forward, peering all around her in obvious fear. She was bloody like Morrigan, and Ruby immediately ascribed the damage to the explosion that had started her on her current path. The other woman said, “You lied to me, Ruby, about who you were. I didn’t know you had this much power, that you were a magical.” She hesitated but started speaking again as Ruby was about to explain. “Why didn’t you save them?”

      Ruby frowned. “Save who?”

      Jennifer screeched, “Everyone. You were there, in the bar. You have power. You should’ve sensed the explosives, should’ve known that something was going down. You could’ve thrown whatever that force bubble thing was over all the explosives and saved everyone. Why didn’t you? Do you secretly hate humans? Or do you only care about yourself?” She folded her arms and stared at Ruby with eyes that stabbed deep into her soul.

      The accusations cut to the core of her self-criticism. She’d asked herself the same questions on several occasions, minus the baseless accusation of not wanting to save humans. Fortunately, that painful self-examination had prepared her for this moment. She replied, “I wish I could’ve done more. I wish my powers were the kind that might’ve sensed the danger. They aren’t, and I didn’t. I’m only one person with limited resources. I can only do what I can do. I’m confident I’m giving all I can. Sometimes, things will happen I can’t control. That’s something I, and you, have to live with.”

      Admitting it out loud crystallized her focus, and she realized that all the questions and answers had added to her certainty about what she was doing. Maybe there’s a dual purpose to all this—both a test and the gift of knowing I’m true to myself.

      The self-doubt that had lurked within her had been burned away through the trials, leaving her feeling certain about her choices, goals, and her identity in a way she couldn’t remember experiencing before.

      Jennifer stomped her foot as if she’d argue, then the illusion faded and Ruby was back in the cube. Kaeni materialized in front of her, and Ruby asked, “Have I failed you, somehow, too?”

      Kaeni shook her head, and her soft smile conveyed an understanding of what Ruby had been through. “You haven’t, not in the least. Now that you have delved into your deepest worries and dealt with that psychological pain, you must do the same in the physical realm.”

      She vanished as Ruby snapped, “What?” A shadow mist flowed out of all sides of the cube and filled it in moments. Ruby’s world was reduced to agony as it blistered her skin and burned into her lungs. After several seconds that felt like years occupied with nothing but screaming, her consciousness switched off, and she knew no more.
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      Ruby staggered out of the golden-tiled tunnel into moonlit darkness. She had no idea how she’d gotten there, no idea how much time had passed, and feared that this was the promised loss of memory if she failed her tests. A concerned voice from her right asked, “Ruby, are you okay?”

      She looked over and focused until the blur resolved into two people: Keshalla, who had spoken, and Idryll, who was moving forward to take her arm. Her teacher grabbed the other one as Ruby stumbled. They led her to a small campfire set near the opening and lowered her to the ground, then took seats nearby. She mumbled something that was supposed to be thanks, and a minute later, one of them pushed a warm ceramic cup into her hands. Idryll ordered, “Drink up. You’ll feel better.”

      Ruby sniffed, and the aroma of rich chocolate made complying easy. She sipped it, careful not to burn herself. Her body and mind remembered pain, and she was as sore as if she’d spent the day training without respite. On the plus side, no specific injuries announced themselves. She asked, “Did I pass?”

      Keshalla chuckled darkly. “I was about to ask you that question. We have no more knowledge about the ritual than you, only that when you would return was unclear.”

      Idryll nodded. “We wanted to make sure someone was here waiting for you when you did.”

      “How long was I gone?”

      Her mentor answered, “A full day and most of a second, based on what your partner told me.”

      “Apparently, time works pretty weirdly inside the mountain.”

      Idryll replied, “Everything works kind of weird inside the mountain, as near as I can tell. So, can you tell us what you experienced?”

      Ruby took another sip of her drink. “I remember it involved two different tests. One was into my nature, maybe? The other, I think, was about wisdom. Or endurance. Maybe both.”

      Keshalla leaned forward. “Nothing more than that?”

      Ruby shifted her weight and pulled a rock out from under her leg where it had been poking her. “No, that’s all I’ve got. Could be the mystics know more.”

      A deep voice from a dozen feet away replied, “I’m afraid they don’t.” Nadar stepped into view from the darkness, looking serene and slightly amused as always, and sat down at a gesture of invitation from Keshalla. “The only knowledge we have is the existence of the trials, and the names and dates of those who have passed them.” He extended the book and a pen to her, and she signed where he told her to. To see her name among the others in such an old object was exceedingly strange.

      She asked, “Do you know what I’m supposed to do next?”

      He closed the cover and slipped the book back into his bag. “Beyond this point, the mystics have no knowledge. Do you have any insight? Do you feel pulled in any direction or toward any goal?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Other than a deep desire to climb into bed, I do not.”

      The others laughed, and Keshalla asked, “What will you do from here, then?”

      She heaved a tired sigh. “Back to Earth, I guess. Since the venamisha called me before, maybe I need to wait until it does it again. I certainly don’t have any better idea. Shenai, maybe you could look around, talk to people, see if you can discover something?”

      Her mentor nodded. “Of course.”

      Ruby tipped up her cup, finishing the delicious drink to the last drop. “I guess it’s time Idryll and I headed back. Heaven only knows what craziness has gone on while we’ve been away.”
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        * * *

      

      The first order of business after returning to her family’s home in the kemana had been a deep sleep. Twelve hours after climbing into bed, she woke up ravenous. Fortunately, the clock indicated only forty-five minutes before the usual dinner hour. That was enough time to take a ridiculously long shower, pamper herself a little from the stash of lotions and oils she didn’t use nearly as often as she should, and get dressed in jeans and a T-shirt. She patted Idryll on the shoulder as she departed, and the tiger-woman murmured sleepily at her.

      Ruby arrived in the dining room as the staff served the first course, a hearty squash soup she particularly liked. She plopped down in her customary seat, punched her brother affectionately on the arm, and stuck her tongue out at her sister across the table. Rayar, at the head of the table, laughed at her antics. “Good to see you, Ruby. We figured you might sleep until tomorrow.”

      Dralen slurped soup and swallowed, then added, “Slacker. Some of us have to work for a living.”

      She punched him again, and he grabbed his shoulder with a laugh. “Okay, okay, I’m done.”

      Morrigan asked, “Have you heard about the diamond exhibit?”

      Ruby frowned and shook her head, the switch from playful banter to serious discussion jarring. “I don’t think I have, but it sure sounds like something I should know about. Say more.” She dug into her soup while her sister spoke.

      “Well, it’s international jewelry week or some such thing.” She waved a hand as if that detail didn’t matter. “All the casinos in town are hosting exhibits of rare jewelry. It ends with a big single-day event at Spirits, where we’re going to have the biggest piece on display.”

      Ruby patted her lips with a napkin. “Given the current state of affairs in the city, seems like a risky move.”

      Sinnia replied, “This has been in the works for more than a year. So many partnerships were created to get the things here that it would be a shame not to see it through.”

      Her father nodded. “Plus, the Council is all for persevering with the project. We need to show we’re not worried.”

      Ruby asked, “Who’s providing protection?”

      Morrigan replied, with a concerned note in her voice, “Shieldbearer Security, out of Reno.”

      Ruby set down her spoon and stared at her parents. “Out-of-towners? How did that go over?”

      Her father sighed. “Not all that well, as you might expect. Still, our local security companies have shown that they’re unreliable at best, and the Council decided to look outward.” Ruby flashed a concerned glance at Morrigan, and her sister nodded. The conversation turned to other matters, most of them pleasant, and some of the stress of having faced fictional versions of her family members during the trial released itself from where she’d carried it unknowing.

      When the meal ended, Morrigan drew her aside and asked, “Can we talk? Maybe up in your room?”

      Ruby nodded. “Exactly my thought. Let’s go.”

      Idryll was awake and sitting cross-legged on the bed when they entered. Morrigan shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re the cat I was petting.”

      Idryll offered a toothy grin. “Regardless of what form I’m in, I always appreciate a good show of affection.”

      Morrigan laughed, climbed up beside her, and hugged the tiger-woman. Ruby rolled her eyes. “Okay, reunions aside, we have a problem.”

      Her sister nodded. “The diamond exhibit is sure to draw an attack. I can’t imagine whoever it is will be satisfied with the small fish. They’ll want to hit the big showing at Spirits, too.”

      Ruby sat on the bed and sighed. “It’s more likely than you know. One of the things I haven’t shared with you is that the people behind at least some of these attacks are from Aces Security.”

      Her eyes widened, and her mouth fell slightly open. “Are you sure?”

      Ruby lifted her hand and waggled it. “We know the company itself was involved in some of the moves and that the dwarf, Grentham, has things going on too. Either one or the other is sure to make a move, even if it’s through a proxy.”

      Morrigan asked, “Do you think they were behind that guy at the Kraken?”

      Ruby sensed a note of regret in her sister’s voice, as if she wished she could have been part of that fight rather than escorting people to safety. “Maybe. Maybe not. It’s convoluted, with no way to tell where one thing ends, and the next begins. We need more information about all of them. That means since I can’t stop you from ‘helping,’ we need to start working together for real.”

      Both Idryll and Morrigan looked surprised. Ruby growled, “What? I may not always catch on right away, but I am capable of comprehending the glaringly obvious.”

      The tiger-woman laughed, and her sister shook her head. “Not in my experience. I think this might be a first.”

      She sighed. “Shut it. Are you sure you want to be a part of this? There’s no doubt it’s going to be dangerous.”

      Her sister nodded. “Absolutely, without question.”

      “Okay, then. First step, all of us need some better gear. Tomorrow, we’ll start making that happen.”
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      The next day, Ruby, Idryll, and Morrigan took the short walk to where Diana had last met her. At the appointed moment, a portal opened, and two people stepped through. One she recognized, the purple-haired troll Rath. She held out a fist, and he leapt in the air and bumped it with a grin. The other person, a trim, brunette woman with a decidedly military bearing that she hadn’t met before, smiled broadly at his antics. “Well, it’s obvious you know the happiest member of our bunch. I’m Cara.”

      Ruby nodded. “I’ve heard your name before.”

      “In a good context?”

      She laughed. “Yes, in a very good context. I’m Ruby, this is my sister Morrigan, and this is my partner Idryll.”

      Cara shook hands with each of them, then gestured back at the portal. “Shall we?” They stepped through into the same receiving chamber Ruby and Idryll had used before with Diana, but the agent took them in a different direction when they exited. After a short walk, they entered a medium-sized rectangular room with several round tables. On the left side was a counter area with a coffee maker and trays of snacks. Cara led them to it, hit the buttons to summon a latte, and grabbed a couple of cookies. “Take what you like. We’ll chat for a bit.”

      Idryll opted for warm milk, and Morrigan and Ruby both copied Cara’s selections. When they were all seated, their host said, “Okay. I’m briefed on what you’re up to, so no need to rehash it, although I’d expected one person rather than three.”

      Ruby nodded. “I literally was unable to talk about Idryll until recently because of some magic that it’s not worth getting into. My sister is a new addition to the cause.”

      “Excellent. So, what do you need?”

      “Something that will deflect or at least resist bullets, for one. Someone shot me through my shield, and I have to say, it truly sucked.”

      Cara laughed. “Your first encounter with anti-magic bullets?”

      Ruby winced at the memory. “I knew they existed, of course, from my studies. I certainly didn’t expect anyone in Magic City to have them.”

      The agent shrugged. “They’re still rare but becoming less so. There’s more than one supplier now, although the key components remain difficult to come by. Anyway, armor plates that work against normal bullets also block them, so I’m sure we can hook you up. What else?”

      Ruby shifted uncomfortably. “I’d hoped to avoid this, but I think I need a gun. I have daggers that can penetrate magic, but it seems like it would be better to have something with more hitting power.”

      The other woman frowned. “Have you used one before?”

      Ruby nodded. “Pistols and rifles, only for target practice, though. I’m decent but far from expert.”

      Cara finished her latte and rose, folding her cookies into a couple of napkins she pulled from the dispenser on the table's center. “I’ll be the judge of that. Let’s go back to the playground.”

      She led them to a part of the building Ruby hadn’t visited before. A gun range with four shooting lanes and full-body human targets occupied most of a large room, with a small area reserved for storage and a workbench with cleaning supplies on top of it. Cara placed her palm on a sensor, and a set of lockers opened with staccato clicks. She withdrew a semiautomatic pistol, ejected the magazine, and checked to be sure it was full. Then she handed both to Ruby. She pointed at the front of the workbench where a bunch of bulky headphones hung and ordered, “Ear protection for all of you.”

      When she failed to join them, Ruby asked, “Don’t you need some?”

      The other woman shook her head and pushed her short, dark hair out of the way. She tapped her earlobe. “Our custom comms also act as sound dampeners.”

      Morrigan replied, “Nice,” in the sort of tone that suggested she desperately wanted a pair of her own. Ruby felt the same.

      The agent escorted her to one of the middle lanes and had her load the pistol, then fire it until the magazine was empty. All seventeen of her shots hit the target’s body, most of them center mass with a couple higher and lower. Cara nodded. “Not bad. I think we can trust you with the gun. You have to get licensed to carry it if that’s something you want to do.”

      Ruby snorted. “If I get caught with it on me, lacking a license is going to be the least of my problems.”

      Cara addressed Morrigan. “Your turn.”

      It was slightly disheartening to discover her sister was equally proficient, but Ruby figured her use of the bow and arrow had probably improved her ranged targeting skills. The agent turned to offer Idryll a chance, but the tiger-woman shook her head. “I have all the weapons I need, thank you.”

      She didn’t argue, just returned the weapon to a different cabinet and locked all of them again. “Okay. Let’s go see Kayleigh.” They walked through the dimly lit corridors toward the tech’s lab.

      Morrigan asked, “What is this place?”

      Cara said, “Entirely classified, but I can at least give you its name. It’s called a vimana.”

      “Like a kemana?”

      “I presume so. The government hooked us up with it when our former base, uh, detonated.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “That sounds like a story.”

      Cara laughed. “I could tell you tales that would boggle your mind. Let’s just say that the world is a much wilder and more magical place than most people think and leave it at that.”

      They entered the lab and Kayleigh stood from her position behind a worktable. “Ruby, good to see you.” Rath scampered up and sat on the table, and the tech exchanged a complicated handshake involving slaps, fists, and elbows with the troll. “Cara told me some of what you need, and I think I can make it all happen.”

      Ruby frowned and looked at Cara, who chuckled. “No, it’s not telepathy or anything. Only the comms. While you were shooting, I also informed her about your companions.”

      She shook her head. “Sorry. This place is so unbelievable.”

      “It’s overwhelming at first. I’ve been here almost since the beginning, and I felt the same way.”

      Kayleigh slid two plastic hard-shell cases onto the table and opened one. Inside was a pistol like the one Ruby had fired at the range and a pair of magazines for it. “SIG M17. Look good?”

      Ruby ran a finger over the smooth metal. “I’d rather not need it, but you know how it is.”

      The tech nodded seriously. “I do. A matching one for Morrigan is in the other case, and I’m giving you a box of anti-magic rounds to go with them. When you’re running low, let me know. We have a supply issue at the moment, so I can’t load you up with as many as I’d like to.”

      “This is so generous already. Thank you so much.” After the physically and emotionally challenging experience of the venamisha, for things to be going so well was a most welcome change.

      The tech laughed. “Oh, that’s just the start. Next, we have this.” She grabbed another case off the counter and opened it. Nestled in foam cutouts were a chain necklace with a socket pendant at the bottom and three crystals of the appropriate size to fit into it. “These are magic deflectors. They’ll absorb incoming magic, as the name suggests. You can’t depend on them for more than an attack or two, but that can give you an edge. I have a kit for each of you.”

      Ruby said, “I sometimes use a force shield that covers my whole body. Will that be a problem?”

      “Yeah, it’s going to have to be one or the other. Maybe use this first, or use it when you’re not expecting combat. It’s an excellent defense against a surprise attack.”

      Cara pulled a matching necklace out from under her shirt. “We got ambushed once too often, so now we all wear one at all times.”

      Ruby nodded. “That sounds like a good practice. Thank you again.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “If you keep thanking me every time I give you something, this process is going to drag on forever. Please hold all applause until the end.” She waved them over toward a set of lockers on the far wall and opened them, then pulled out a trio of black unitards and set them on the table. “These can be worn under other clothes, all the time if you want, although they’re a little uncomfortable for everyday wear. They have some useful features, but without being fully outfitted in our gear you won’t have access to all of them. What the suit alone will do is dampen your heat signature so you’re not detectable by most thermal sensors, and there’s a gel layer inside that will stiffen upon impact. Again, it won’t protect you totally, but it might help soften a punch or strike with a blunt weapon. The heat concealment only works if you put on the detachable headpiece.”

      Idryll said, “I won’t need one of those.”

      Ruby countered, “You can’t tell what we might need. Does your magic extend to hiding your heat signature?” A grumble was her only answer. She turned to Kayleigh and said, “We’ll take all three.”

      The tech laughed, then handed over the rest of the equipment. Armor pieces with straps to place at vulnerable spots, vests to carry plates and gear, and a trio of belts made of some unfamiliar fiber and metal with attachment points all over them. All the items were matte off-white as if they were waiting to be painted.

      Morrigan observed, “That stuff looks heavy.”

      Cara laughed. “It is. You’ll need to add some training sessions into your everyday routine for a while. We all do. Even Rath, although I think he participates mainly for fun.”

      The troll cackled and replied, “No train, no gain.” Then he grinned wider. “Unless you’re a troll.” His size increased without any apparent effort, and a moment later he was at least half a foot taller.

      Morrigan shook her head. “Can you teach me how to do that?”

      “Nope. Trolls only.” He shrank back down.

      “Dang it.”

      Everyone laughed, and Kayleigh said, “Don’t be too upset Morrigan, because I have a surprise especially for you. I’ve been dabbling with this just for kicks, and you’re the first person I’ve met who might be able to appreciate it.” She moved to a different locker and opened it, then withdrew a baton, about as large as three fists stacked on top of one another. She handed it over.

      Morrigan asked, “What is it?”

      The tech grinned. “Press the button and try not to drop it.”

      Morrigan complied, and the baton whirred as it extended from both ends, curving as it went. When it finished growing, a cable shot from top to bottom and locked into place with a loud click. It had become a bow, and Rath clapped in appreciation as it completed its assembly.

      Her sister managed to get out, “Oh my gosh,” as she stared at the weapon in her hands.

      Cara clapped the tech on the shoulder. “I remember you telling me about this, but you didn’t mention you’d finished it.”

      Kayleigh shrugged. “It’s not perfect yet, but it is reliable enough to be in the field. I’d like to get more draw assist into it, but you know, the boss keeps me pretty busy.”

      Cara rolled her eyes. “She keeps all of us busy.”

      The tech pulled a thin case out of the same cabinet, black plastic, about as large as a coffee table book. She flipped it open to reveal a series of arrowheads. “You have five different kinds of technology here. I’ll send you a file that explains them all. Do your best to retrieve them after use, but if you can’t, they’re replaceable.” She closed the case and slid it over. “Any questions?”

      Morrigan replied, “Do I owe you favors or something? This is amazing.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “No. You’re doing me a favor by testing it in the field. You’ll need to bring it back now and again so I can download performance data. Anyway, I also have headgear for you all.”

      Ruby shook her head. “We already have masks we need to stick with. Magic.” She made a mental note to get one for Morrigan as well, cringing inwardly at what Shentia would charge her for it.

      Kayleigh shrugged. “If you bring them here, I can take some measurements to make tech that will fit into them.”

      Ruby nodded. “Perfect. And again, thanks.”

      Cara grinned. “Good deal. We’ll get you some duffel bags so you can transport your haul, and I’ll wait while you get the mask. Anything else you need?”

      Ruby, who had thought asking for a gun was a lot, shook her head in stunned appreciation. “If we can’t make do with this, we really ought to get out of the justice business.”

      Rath laughed. “Avengers, assemble.”

      Kayleigh rolled her eyes. “Too soon, buddy. I’m still not over that movie.” The pair began to debate the relative strengths and weaknesses of superheroes.

      Cara sighed and shook her head, then gestured toward the room’s exit. “Come on. Let’s get this done.”
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      Ruby fumbled the small canister she was working on but grabbed it before it fell. She suppressed the curse that came to her lips and set it back in place with a sigh. On the other end and the other side of the long table, the witch Daphne laughed. “You know, I’ve heard foul language before.”

      She shook her head. “Not like what I get up to when I’m inspired. I’ve got to tell you that these stupid things are a serious inspiration.” Despite the clumsy moment, it was a pleasure to be working in their shared house’s basement lab finally. A long table of old wood running down the center was its dominant feature. The left side of the room from where she sat, near the entrance, was better organized than the right, as the witch had more time to put into getting her section together. Daphne’s long black hair was pulled back in a ponytail to keep it out of her way as she stirred a small cauldron positioned over a modest flame, presumably with her wand, keeping a careful eye on its contents. Her ripped jeans and flannel shirt didn’t quite match the rest of the scene. Ruby had already asked her to say, “Double, double, toil, and trouble,” receiving nothing more than a dirty look in return.

      She sipped her tea, the kind Keshalla insisted would help her maintain and build her magical pool, and turned the canister to a better angle. What I need is a proper holder for this. I should put together a wish list. Maybe Margrave would be willing to pick it up for me. Time, which she’d generally had plenty of in the past despite her university workload, was lately more a dream than actual reality.

      Her project was to create a new weapon to use in the field, a grenade based on a design similar to the ones Margrave had provided. Instead of concealment, it would discharge magical lightning on impact. She’d practiced to get the spell just right, powerful enough to incapacitate but not kill, erring on the side of less effectiveness to reduce the risk. The current challenge was to align the technical components properly to trigger it. Afterward, she would store the magic inside it.

      A small crystal chip would hold the spell, kind of the reverse of a magical deflector. They were expensive and rare, so she wasn’t willing to try that portion of the process until she had the rest of it down perfectly. She fumbled again, and this time the curse snuck out. Daphne laughed. “There you go.” The witch stood. “All right, it’s ready.” Donning heavy heatproof gloves, she lifted the basketball-sized metal container and tipped its contents into three vials that sat in a rack beside it, filling them with a brilliant blue liquid. She quickly capped them and sat again with a sigh. “Now we wait. If they turn black, I’ve screwed it up. If not, I have some merchandise to sell.” She absently rubbed a cleaning cloth along her wand.

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “Love potions?”

      Her roommate made a flicking motion with her fingers as if to shoo her away. “Everyone knows love potions don’t exist. If they did, they’d be incredibly unethical. Although whoever used them would probably have to keep up a regular dosing schedule, which would mean they’d need an almost infinite supply of potions.” She paused as if thinking, then shook her head with a smile. “No, still not worth it. I might be convinced to do a lust potion, but only for friends who were already couples, and only if both of them were willing. Even then, if anyone ever asked, I’m not sure I’d go through with it.”

      Ruby smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind in case I need to spice up the deeply committed relationships I don’t have.”

      “Good deal,” the witch replied, rising again to set her used cauldron on a shelf that ran along the back wall and grabbing a clean one to place atop the burner.

      Ruby remembered Shiannor’s words from the venamisha and asked nonchalantly, “So, what do you all think about what’s going on in the city?”

      “Me and the other witches, or me and our roommates?”

      “The latter.”

      Daphne shrugged. “Frankly, what we think about most is the fact that you’re involved somehow.”

      Ruby nodded. “Is that a bad thing?”

      The other woman didn’t answer for a moment while she added ingredients to the cauldron, whispering spells all the while. When she finished, she picked up her wand, sat, and twisted to face Ruby directly. “General consensus is that it’s only bad if it blows back on us, but some of them think you’re keeping secrets and aren’t big fans of that.”

      Ruby couldn’t stop the defensive reply from spilling out. “Don’t you have secrets? Don’t they? Doesn’t everyone?”

      Daphne stared at her, expression serious. “Of course, we all do. But ours are less likely to come knocking on the door with weapons in hand asking whether we’ve seen a human around.”

      Ruby winced. Even down here in the lab, she had to keep her magical nature secret. When the inevitable questions arose, she claimed she was only building the tech part and would work with Margrave to add the spells. In reality, she’d do that herself in private. “Do you think I should move out?”

      Something softened in the other woman’s face at the pleading note in her voice. She didn’t reply right away while pondering the question. Finally, she replied, “No, but you should probably consider doing something techno-magical to protect the house. Then doing something more to protect the people inside it.”

      Ruby gave a confirming nod. “That I can definitely do. I’ll ask Margrave for some help. I’m sure he has some toys lying around to loan me.”

      Daphne stirred the cauldron’s contents again. “So, what are you up to, then?” The question was simply put, without any particular rancor, but it was nonetheless a deliberate attack on her desire to keep secrets.

      Ruby swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m trying to get to the bottom of who’s behind it all. Before you ask, I really can’t tell you more about that. I don’t know anything for sure, and it’s the sort of thing where the wrong word in the wrong place would potentially put a lot of innocent people in danger.”

      “You should tell the rest of our roommates that. I think they’d understand.”

      Ruby nodded. “I will. While I try to figure out the culprits, I’m also doing what I can to blunt the damage they’re causing.”

      The other woman focused on the cauldron for a moment, stirring more vigorously, before responding. “Liam was telling everyone he was pretty sure you were involved with the thing at the Ebon Dragon. Is that true?”

      In for a dime, in for a dollar. “Yeah. Margrave gave me some good stuff to even up the odds, and my hard-earned martial arts skills did the rest.”

      “And the Kraken?”

      That one was dicier to admit to. She’d used a lot of magic there and wasn’t sure how much had been made public by social media or a dozen other potential leaks. “Nope, that one wasn’t me. There’s a magical out there who’s doing something similar and doing it a lot better. Hopefully, eventually I’ll track them down, open a line of communication. In the meantime, I’m funneling information to Sheriff Alejo.”

      The other woman cocked her head. “You know, Ruby, you’re not a very good liar. There’s something off about what you said, but I’m not going to worry about it. You’re right that everyone deserves to have their privacy respected. You make sure you do the things you need to do to protect us, and we’ll call it square. From time to time I do magic for some unsavory characters, which might expose me and you all to danger. I’m sure Demetrius probably has similar experiences. Just do your best to take care of us, and we won’t kick you out. Or, at least, I’ll vote against it if it comes up.”

      Ruby laughed. “Thank you.”

      Daphne brightened. “Oh, and if you decide you need any magical supplies, I’m totally here for you. Friend rates.”

      She grinned as relief surged through her. “Perfect. Speaking of which, I have a friend I need to apologize to.” She rose and traded hand slaps with the witch as she left the room and took the stairs to the second floor where Demetrius’s bedroom and workplace lay. Ruby knocked softly on the door and got a muffled, “Come in,” in reply.

      She complied and found the infomancer tapping away on his computers, each hand on a different keyboard and his gaze roving over the trio of curved monitors in front of him. Without looking away from them, he said, “Hey, Ruby, what’s up?” His voice wasn’t exactly warm, but it wasn’t accusatory either. More like distracted. Which, you know, isn’t particularly flattering when you think about it.

      She moved to his bed, which he’d carefully made as always, and sat on the edge. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Okay, hold on a sec.” He hit a few more keys, then spun his chair to face her. “You have my full attention.”

      “I have this feeling that maybe when I asked you to do some research for me and be my guy in the chair, I might have imposed on our friendship. I didn’t mean to, at least not consciously, but that doesn’t change the fact that you might’ve felt something other than business-level pressure from me.” Geez, Ruby, did you forget how to speak while walking upstairs? She pushed the words out. “I wanted to say that I completely understand if you never want to work with me again at all.” She swallowed another of the damn lumps that jumped into her throat. “Or, if not that extreme, I will always respect you telling me no. It won’t have any impact on our relationship.”

      He grinned and countered, “Oh, do we have a relationship?” The flirting emphasis on the last word made her feel instantly better, and she laughed.

      “Well, friends have a relationship, right?”

      Demetrius leaned forward, staring hard into her eyes, and his grin stretched wider. “Coward.” Straightening, he said in a normal tone, “I appreciate the thought. I truly do. You don’t have to worry. I didn’t feel unfairly pressured. I’ve been in this business long enough to know the risks I’m willing to take and those I’m not, and you didn’t ask me for anything in that second category. However, if you keep asking me to go up against dangerous folks, I might have to charge you something extra.”

      The way his eyes locked on hers gave her the impression that maybe he wasn’t talking about money, and her stomach squirmed a little. Down, Ruby. You’re seeing what you want to see. She rose quickly and nodded. “Thanks, Demetrius. I appreciate it. I have to go do, uh, something.” She was pretty sure he softly laughed as she left the room. When she was outside, she turned and stared at his door, placing one hand flat against it. One part of her mind wondered, do I dare? Another offered, if not now, when? The teasing way he’d called her a coward rang in her ears. She pushed open the door again without asking and stopped a foot away from him. “Can I kiss you?”

      He stopped typing and turned to look up at her. His expression was very serious, and she thought she saw some of the attraction she felt reflected in his eyes. He nodded, and she leaned forward, took his face in her hands, and pressed her lips to his in a hard, fast kiss that he reciprocated. She pulled away with a smile and fled the room.
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      Morrigan appeared in the room set aside for incoming portals in Spirits casino, looking as she always did, a business-suited professional Mist Elf. Although it was much later than her regular working hours, no one would find her presence the least bit suspicious. Privileges of being part of the owners’ family. She waved at the security cameras as she walked through the administrative offices. Fortunately, they wouldn’t pierce or detect her illusion. The magic detectors at the main entrances most likely would, but she had access to doors that didn’t use those systems.

      If someone had been able to peer behind the illusion that concealed her true image, they would see the hooded archer who had made her debut at the Kraken casino battle a week before. The dark hood blended seamlessly into her tunic, and a black balaclava covered all of her face except for her eyes. Sheathed at her belt was a pair of daggers, weapons she had mastered and had the right to carry, and the bow that Kayleigh had given her rested in a holder on her left thigh in its compact form. The quiver positioned diagonally on her back allowed her easy access to the arrows that stuck up over her right shoulder, and it carried a combination of technological and magical options. She’d inwardly laughed while constructing them since no one in the family was aware that she was following in Ruby’s techno-magical footprints. Someday, when the danger had passed, it would be good for a laugh.

      The side door deposited her into the alley that ran beside the casino. She crossed the Strip and continued into the southern part of Ely, and used force magic to launch herself to the top of the agreed-upon two-story building. Ruby’s partner Idryll was waiting for her. The tiger-woman observed, “Right on time. I admire punctuality. Your sister could take a lesson.”

      Morrigan laughed. “That phrase has been used more than once in my family. However, we’ve all come to realize that Ruby is more or less unteachable.”

      The shapeshifter nodded. “Indeed. So, shall we begin?”

      The pair had agreed to meet so Morrigan could learn from the more experienced fighter. Idryll had suggested they “Train with a purpose,” which meant patrolling Magic City's streets while she learned. Morrigan had zero problems with that. “Excellent, let’s do it.” She let the illusion fall away and received a nod of approval.

      Idryll said, “First, you need to learn to move more smoothly. Even for a human, your balance and body positioning is less than adequate.”

      Morrigan scowled. “That’s a pretty abrupt start, but fine, whatever. How can I do better?”

      “Watch me, especially my feet and eyes.” The other woman crossed to the opposite end of the roof, then walked back toward her. Morrigan did her best to notice the things Idryll had instructed her to attend to. The tiger-woman’s stance was about shoulder width, and her steps seemed longer than normal, giving her a flowing motion as she advanced. The eyes were more notable. They didn’t move from side to side or look at the ground ahead of her. Instead, they stayed locked forward. Idryll stopped and asked, “What did you see?”

      Morrigan told her, and the other woman nodded. “Exactly. You must keep your eyes widely focused, so you can see whatever is there without changing what your body is doing. You’ll need to lengthen your step a little, but the stance you use to shoot in is perfectly balanced, so you have the right skills. You just have to practice finding that same feeling when you’re moving.”

      Morrigan nodded, impressed at the immediate practicality of the advice. “Okay, what else?”

      “You have to rely on more than your vision. Ruby has a similar problem, as do all but the most highly trained people I’ve encountered. Close your eyes and listen.”

      She complied, and the city gradually developed a more robust life than she’d noticed before. An argument down on the street was audible over the sound of passing cars on the main road parallel to the strip, and several mechanical and industrial noises she couldn’t make out intruded on her concentration. She opened her eyes. “I see what you mean. I mean, I hear what you mean, but I’m not sure how I can put it to use.”

      “It’s enough for the moment that you’re aware of it.” The tiger-woman had moved to the edge of the roof while her eyes were closed. “We will have to deal with that at another time. Come over here and look down.”

      She complied, following the shapeshifter’s gaze down and to the right, toward the street below. “Do you see it?”

      Morrigan squinted, then remembered Idryll's advice and let her eyes go soft. When she did, a movement that she might have noticed and judged random suddenly seemed connected. A pair of men in dirty clothes walked on opposite sides of the street, but both sets of eyes were focused on an intersection that lay a block away from them. “I see it.”

      “Let’s go find out what they’re up to.” The shapeshifter dashed to the edge of the roof and jumped, leaping over the single-lane road that led between the buildings. Morrigan did the same but assisted by force magic. They crossed to the far side of the building and looked down at the lane the men had been staring at. Four additional men in similar hard-used clothing were there, plus two individuals who were clearly tourists, their wardrobe suggesting a date night or other elegant affair. Nothing in particular about the couple stood out except for their potential wealth, which was likely what interested the others.

      Morrigan asked, “Who are they?”

      “Members of the local criminal element. These call themselves the Demon Boys. I’ve seen them around once or twice when I’ve been out learning the city. Ruby said they seem like a low-level organization. I think organized is a strong word. From what I’ve seen, they’re thieves and brutes looking for quick scores.”

      “Well, they’ll wish they hadn’t picked tonight to try to make one.”

      Idryll faced her with a toothy grin. “Be safe. Don’t risk hitting the innocents. Give me fifteen seconds to get into position.” She ran for the back part of the roof, away from the street the men had been walking on and the lane they’d converged in. Morrigan pulled the collapsed bow from the sheath on her left thigh and hit the button. It gave the mechanical whirr that signaled the construction process, which ended with a snick as the line snapped into place. She’d examined the weapon for hours since receiving it and still couldn’t figure out the technology that made it work. Nonetheless, she was in love with it.

      The arrowheads were a different matter. The file Kayleigh provided had been quite clear about their capabilities, and one was perfect for the situation. She reached over her shoulder for the quiver’s contents. Each metal arrow shaft was etched with a symbol and carried the tiniest bit of power in a sliver of crystal. Her innate magic sense allowed her to find the one she was looking for, and the touch of her bare index finger on the shaft’s etching as she pulled it verified it was correct.

      She nocked the arrow and aimed for a wooden windowsill on the second story of the building across the alley. She let it go, confident that her partner would be waiting around the corner for her signal. The bolt flew true and buried itself in the wood, then exploded in a cacophony and a brilliant flash of light. Everyone in the alley cringed away from the unexpected sensory barrage, and the battle was underway. Morrigan drew a second arrow, this one magical, and fired it at the gangster nearest the tourists. When its blunt head struck the man’s shoulder, a spell activated, wreathing him in lightning. It wouldn’t be powerful enough to render him unconscious but would take him out of the fight for twenty or thirty seconds, which was all she and her partner would need.

      Before that one made contact, she was already reaching back for the next, this time a regular arrow with a wickedly sharp tip. She nocked and loosed it, and it flashed down to stab through the calf of another gangster. The men crowded the tourists with confused yelling and curses, making additional shots potentially dangerous. She hit the button to collapse her bow, shoved it into its holder, and leapt from the roof into the melee below.

      Halfway down, she spotted Idryll charging into the fray. The tiger-woman’s target never saw her coming, and an elbow to the back of his unknowing head took him down. Her speed didn’t lessen, and she interposed herself between the tourists and the four thugs still upright, one of whom was leaning against the wall and moaning curses as he tried to deal with the arrow in his calf. Morrigan used force magic to land safely, and one of the men turned toward her and charged with a growl.

      Morrigan considered going for her daggers, but he was weaponless, and her training included unarmed combat. Her hand-to-hand fighting style was less direct than her sister’s, which always made their practice bouts interesting. She faded sideways as the man threw a punch at her. She grabbed his outstretched wrist with her right hand, rammed her forearm against his extended elbow with her left, and used his momentum to propel him into a curve that ended with his face slamming into the brick wall of the building behind her. He fell to the ground dazed, and she turned to help Idryll finish off the other two.

      The tiger-woman didn’t need her help. In fact, she seemed to be playing with the men. They threw punches, and she blocked them nonchalantly while offering encouraging comments like “Almost” or “Close, try again.” One of them tried a kick, and she stopped it with a raised foot, knocking him slightly off-balance, and delivered a kick to his stomach. He doubled over and fell to his knees. His partner snarled, “Enough of this,” and pulled out a switchblade, snapping it open and holding it up threateningly.

      Idryll laughed and put her hands on her hips. “Really?”

      Either temporarily stupid from bloodlust or simply stupid as a function of his existence, the man pressed the attack and stabbed the knife at Idryll's stomach. The tiger-woman blocked down, forming an “X” with her wrists to stop his arms before the blade could reach her. She grabbed his wrist and wrenched it to the side, snapping the elbow holding the weapon. It clattered to the ground as she whipped her opposite leg up in a roundhouse kick that blasted his consciousness away.

      Morrigan shook her head as she walked up to Idryll. “Not the brightest bulbs, were they?”

      “I’d say not.” Idryll turned to the tourists and ordered, “Get out to the main street and call the police. Tell them there’s a bunch of trash here to pick up.” They nodded and departed, offering grateful if frightened smiles. To Morrigan, she said, “Strip them of anything valuable and tie them up. Use their clothes if you have to. It doesn’t have to hold that long. Or, you know, just make sure they’re all unconscious.”

      Morrigan frowned. “Okay, but why are we robbing them again?”

      Idryll grinned and raised a finger for each reason. “First, punishment for being scumbags who prey on the weak. Second, to reduce their ability to repeat this in the future. Third, and most importantly, we owe favors to a certain helpful organization in town you visited recently.”

      Morrigan realized she was talking about the Abbey and nodded in approval. “Right. Perfect reasons. On it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jared Trenton slammed the door of his black SUV, the annoyance that was his constant companion of late at an uncommonly high level. He shot his cuffs and brushed a piece of lint from his dark suit, adjusted his red power tie, and tossed his keys to the valet. With a nod at the doorman, he stomped into the trendy bar a block off the Magic City Strip. Bright lights, loud noises, and infuriatingly vapid tourists immediately assaulted him. He pushed through them, his elbows hitting a little harder than truly necessary to navigate the press. Finally, he arrived at the back, where small high-top tables were set away from the crowded bar. A drink already awaited him, scotch in a tumbler with an ice ball that didn’t look to have melted much. His partner Grentham sipped from another whiskey glass, looking about as irritated as Jared felt.

      As he took his seat, he pulled a metal mesh bag from his jacket. He slid his phone inside and held it out for the other man to do the same. The business-suited dwarf lowered his dark eyebrows. “Really?”

      “Really. I can’t guarantee that leaks exist, but I can ensure we’re doing everything possible to avoid them if they do.” With a small headshake, the other man produced his phone and slipped it in the bag. Jared zipped it shut, ensuring that signals would neither travel in nor out of it. Then he drank some of his whisky and sighed, swirling the glass to make the ice clink against the sides.

      The dwarf said, “This is your party, partner. What’s up?”

      “The diamonds.”

      “Of course, the diamonds. What about them?”

      A look of disgust appeared on Jared’s face. “They brought in out-of-town security to protect the exhibits.”

      Grentham scowled. “I’m aware. Bunch of jerks, if you ask me.”

      He signaled for another pair of drinks. “Jerks or not, by hiring them the Council is challenging what we’re trying to do here. The boss definitely won’t like that. Obviously, we have to take some kind of action.”

      The dwarf nodded. “Which is exactly what the casino owners will expect, of course.”

      Jared spread his hands wide. “Of course. It doesn’t change the fact that we have to do it.”

      The other man stroked his dark beard. “Okay, then, what’s your plan?”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “I’ve been thinking about it a little, and it’s starting to come into focus. The first part is making sure we do what we can to limit the new security forces. Obviously, we can’t send people in disguise inside the casinos because unless the disguises are amazing, the anti-magic detectors will pick them up. Plus, it would be way too difficult to avoid them all.” His partner signaled agreement with a nod. “That isn’t true for the ones outside. When the day comes that we want to move, I think we send in our folks to replace their outer guards.”

      “For what purpose?” They were both silent as a server exchanged their empty tumblers for new drinks, then Grentham continued, “I mean, I get the idea of reducing their numbers. But is there more to it than that?”

      Jared shrugged. “They open the doors and fade away. Those people can be low-level. They don’t need to know the big picture.”

      The dwarf laughed. “Oh, so there’s a big picture? Are you planning on sharing it at some point?”

      Jared’s lips twisted in a scowl and he offered a neutral, “Screw you. What we’ll do is spread the word around town on the day of. To everyone, small operators to big groups, letting them know the casinos are vulnerable.”

      “There’s more to it, I’m sure. What about the big display?”

      He grinned. “Why, we hit that ourselves, of course. Even after splitting it with the boss, that will set us up for years, if not a lifetime.”

      “Speaking of the big guy, you’re going to clear this with him, right?”

      “It would be suicide not to. I’m heading over there tonight.”

      The dwarf lifted an eyebrow. “Alone?”

      Jared nodded. “You’re off the hook this time. Lucky bastard.”

      “I would’ve needed a bunch more drinks to get ready for that. That guy is spooky.”

      With a small growl that did nothing to reduce his continuing irritation, Jared pushed himself up from the table. “No doubt about it. I feel like we’ve only touched the surface of just how spooky he can be.”
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        * * *

      

      Jared arrived in Reno in the early morning hours and dropped his car with the valet at the Golden Legacy Casino. An instant after he strode inside, a man ghosted up to walk beside him. The newcomer had a blond flattop, wore dark sunglasses despite being indoors, and conveyed the same attitude in the open space of the gambling hall as he had in the closed space of the car when they’d previously met one-on-one. Jared said, “Smith.”

      “Trenton.” They exchanged no further words as they made their way to an open elevator at the back of the hotel. It was smaller than the main ones, with a uniformed rent-a-cop standing in front of it. Smith breezed by without acknowledging the guard, withdrew a card on a cord from his pants pocket, and inserted it into the elevator’s control panel. He pressed the button for the penthouse. Then the card vanished as deftly as it had appeared.

      Jared spent the ride to the top of the hotel tower staring at his reflection, making sure he was as calm and composed on the outside as he felt anxious and uncomfortable on the inside. It’s like going into an insane asylum and not being sure they’ll let you out again. The doors opened directly onto a reception area, with two more guards standing inside it. One he’d never seen, and he knew the other as one of the two Joneses that worked for the boss. He nodded a greeting, but the others didn’t return the gesture. Smith observed, “Wise not to carry anything that might be construed as a weapon. I would’ve shot you in the elevator.”

      Jared nodded. “I’m aware.” His escort gestured to the right, and they walked down a short hallway into a beautiful living room. Windows made up the back wall, showing a mountainscape in the distance. The furniture was all white leather, the low tables metal and glass, and two figures sat together on a couch. The man, Gabriel “The Nightmare” Sloane, was dressed in an expensive business suit. His George Clooney-esque looks were as fresh as if he’d just gotten up despite the late hour.

      His wife, who sat beside him—actually, partially on top of him, since her legs were crossed over his lap—wore something even more provocative than the tight sheath she’d worn in the limousine. The bright red dress barely covered any of her legs, and the top plunged, revealing almost as much as it obscured. A stupid person would think she was a trophy wife. Jared had seen her eyes. She was every bit as spooky, to use Grentham's term—or downright crazy, as he thought of it—as her husband.

      Jared said, “Good evening. Thank you for seeing me.”

      Sloane nodded. His tone was neutral and seemingly unconcerned, almost to the level of disinterest. “So, the diamonds. I’ve heard about the out-of-town security company and don’t like it a bit. Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “We figure we’ll throw the place into chaos as a distraction and hit the big collection at Spirits ourselves.”

      The boss ran a hand absently along his wife’s leg. “What assurance do I have that this will go better than your other recent operations?”

      The neutral tone spread a chill through Jared’s veins. “This time we’ll have overwhelming force. Nothing left to chance. Even if some meddlers show up, we’ll easily handle them.”

      “You’ll include magicals on the attack team, then?”

      “Definitely.”

      Sloan nodded slowly. “Good. This better create some serious havoc. If it doesn’t, you’re going to find yourself sacrificed for the cause, hear me? If the police were to discover a confession after you’d taken your own life, that would put them off the trail for a while.”

      Jared swallowed hard. “I hear you, boss.”

      The other man stared straight into his eyes. Jared didn’t like what he saw. “See that you keep it in mind. When this is over, I’ll need to meet with you and your partner again. I have another little thing for you to do.”

      He gave a convulsive nod. “Will do.” At a gesture from Smith, he turned to walk away, but Sloan’s voice stopped him. “You know what? I think we need a little extra insurance on this thing with the diamonds. I want you to lead the assault team personally.”

      He turned back to face his superior, fighting to keep the fear from his expression. “You got it. Don’t worry about a thing.”

      The woman joined the conversation for the first time, her laughter chiming louder than one would expect given the circumstances. She crooned, “Good luck, Mr. Trenton.”

      As he rode the elevator down, his internal analysis concluded that she hoped he would fail. Ten to one odds said that she wanted to be there when he involuntarily shuffled off the mortal coil. Five to one that she wanted to be the one causing the shuffling. One hundred percent chance that she’s the crazier of the two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Entering the Grinding Axes bar was like stepping out of the modern world and into a time long past. Ruby stared around her in amazement, taking in the entirely wooden interior, complete with great common tables like you’d expect to see in a fantasy movie. Or maybe Valhalla, if one can believe the Norse. Either way, looks fun. The door was near the middle of the room. A large bar dominated the shorter side of the rectangle on the left, with a gaming area on the opposite end and the seating in the center. Flickering lanterns positioned all around created a strange, uncertain glow. Yep, definitely somewhere you’d stop before going dragon hunting with your party of adventurers.

      Liam slapped her on the arm, muttered, “Quit gawking,” and led the way toward the bar. Ruby fell into step with Demetrius behind her and Daphne at the rear. A tall glass of beer was waiting for Liam by the time they reached the bar, the two dwarves behind it clearly recognizing a regular customer. Ruby blinked. They weren’t only dwarves. They were twins. Liam requested, “The same for my friends, boys. This is Daphne, Demetrius, and Ruby.” He pointed at each of them as he made the introductions. “This is Domick, and the other one is Jastrum. They’re brothers if you hadn’t guessed.”

      Daphne snorted. “Hard to miss.” Truly, it was, as the two men had made a deliberate effort to look alike. The same black t-shirts with crossed axes on the front, the same black leather vests covering part of the logo. Even their hair was identical: long, black, and pulled back in thick braids. Their beards were also braided, and their mustaches flared out to the sides, calling to mind a Western saloon.

      Demetrius said, “Pleased to meet you,” and Ruby nodded agreement. The bartenders deposited their drinks and left to serve other customers.

      Liam grinned. “Let’s head for the back. I have twenty bucks that says Demetrius and I can trounce the two of you at darts.”

      Ruby laughed. “Oh, you’re on.” They threaded their way through the crowd, which was loud, boisterous, and decidedly multicultural. She was the only human-appearing person around, but magicals of every stripe crowded the place. A foursome of Kilomea caught her eye, holding down half of one of the long tables by themselves, and a couple of gnomes with oversized tankards were locked in discussion at the other end. The noise level was such that Ruby was confident they could speak without being overheard. While Demetrius made his throws, she asked the others, “So, what do you know about the Ebon Dragon?”

      Daphne shrugged. “Things are pretty much back to normal. Some dealers who work in my pit are nervous and not only about further attacks. There’s a lot of new security around, and not knowing them makes people a little edgy.”

      Liam nodded and took up the conversation as the witch went to throw her darts. “At the Underground, our newest security is mainly positioned outside. We did expand the number of guards from our existing contractors after the thing at the Mist, but the bosses have been bringing in dwarves from around the country to take over those jobs.”

      Ruby and Liam took their turns. Then she picked up the thread. “What company do you hire?”

      “Aces.”

      She scowled reflexively. “You should watch out for those folks.”

      Daphne asked, “What do you know about them?”

      “Only that Margrave really dislikes one of the principals, and when Margrave says something bad about a person, there’s probably a good reason.”

      Liam laughed. “Grentham, yeah, he has that effect on just about everyone. But he’s a good representative for our people to the Council, and he’s been around here a long time. Accomplished a lot, by any measure. I don’t think there’s another security company in town that has a magical as an owner.”

      Ruby shrugged. “Even so. If Margrave doesn’t like him, I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.”

      Demetrius cracked, “With those arms? I doubt you could even pick him up.”

      Everyone laughed, and Ruby grabbed the infomancer around the waist and lifted him from his feet, bending over backward with a theatrical groan to do it. “Wonder how far I can throw you?”

      He took advantage of the height differential and patted her on top of the head. “Let’s not find out, okay?” She set him down, and he drank half a glass before asking, “What’s up with the diamond exhibit? Lots of chatter about it online. People seem really interested.”

      Daphne replied, “We’ve seen a lot of unfamiliar faces since they went up. Basically, we added a bunch of glass cases at strategic locations with little information cards and a couple of big guys standing guard.”

      Liam nodded. “Same at the Underground, although they worked the displays into the existing decor. Mounted in fake rock walls, floating in lava streams, that sort of thing.”

      Ruby had only been inside the dwarven casino a couple of times but loved the amazing attention to detail that had turned it into a replica of a working mine. She said, “Our first floor is about the same. Just little things. Rings, standalone gems, some bracelets, maybe.” The other two nodded to confirm that’s how things were at their casinos, as well. “On the second level, though, we have necklaces and some matching sets. More expensive stuff, with more obvious security. The out-of-town group is doing a decent job of securing the area, my parents tell me.”

      Liam replied, “Yeah, they seem pretty good.” Daphne nodded.

      Ruby finished, “We have the one big piece that’s the highlight of the show going in tonight and on display tomorrow. It’s in our private high roller room, and only people with lots of influence or lots of money can get in to see it.”

      Demetrius observed, “It must be a big deal to close down a private room.”

      “I think that’s one of the reasons they decided to give it a very limited showing. We lost the room today setting things up, and we’ll lose tomorrow having it on display. But, since it’s unique, my folks figure the number of wealthy people who will stick around and play a bit after seeing it should more than make up for taking the room out of service.”

      Daphne frowned. “Okay, I’ll be the stupid one who hasn’t been paying attention. Why is it unique?”

      Everyone laughed, and Demetrius said, “Oh, I’ll take this one. The Internet is all abuzz. First, all the diamonds on display at Spirits are from Oriceran. That, on its own, would be unique enough. The most impressive item of the entire exhibit is a silver crown with three diamonds.”

      Liam laughed. “Way to leave out the most interesting part of it. Two of the diamonds are as big as the Hope diamond, and the one in the middle is fist-sized.” He held up his hand to demonstrate. “Figure three or four times the size of the Hope. That makes the whole thing worth, what, six or seven hundred million?”

      Ruby shrugged. “Assuming it’s real. My sister and I have a bet going that our parents would never actually take that big a risk and put out a replica instead.”

      They bantered about that for a minute, then Liam asked, “So what’s the security around something like that like?”

      Daphne laughed. “Planning to take a shot at stealing it?”

      He offered a single finger to the witch in response, and she fired one back at him. Ruby chuckled and replied, “It’s as tight as it can reasonably be while still allowing the casino to function.”

      “Seems like a big risk.”

      Although she agreed, Ruby waved the concern away. “I’m sure we have insurance if something goes wrong.”

      The dwarf replied, in a quieter voice, “No, risk of an attack. Like the ones at Deep Woods or the Kraken, for instance.” He shook his head. “People could wind up hurt. Maybe if you’re lucky, the folks who showed up for that fight will be keeping an eye on the place.”

      His tone made it a question, and Ruby figured Daphne had been sharing their conversation with their roommates. “Well, I’ll be there for sure, probably up in the security center. No telling who else might be. Maybe I can get Demetrius a gig to keep an eye on social media and message boards on the day in case something goes up.”

      The infomancer replied, “I’m down. That’s easy enough that I can multitask and double bill. It’s the freelancer’s dream setup.”

      The others teased him about being a money-grubbing capitalist, an accusation he gleefully embraced. They finished the game, and the men won by a pretty substantial amount. Ruby and Daphne handed over ten dollars each, and Demetrius said, “I think, given how much we beat you by, a little more of a forfeit is in order.”

      Daphne lifted an eyebrow and replied, “What did you have in mind?” putting all the sauciness of a forties film star into it. The men talked together for a moment, then Liam replied, “A kiss seems appropriate.”

      Daphne whispered in Ruby’s ear, and they walked over to plant simultaneous chaste kisses on the dwarf’s cheeks. They repeated the process with Demetrius, to much laughter. Finishing their drinks, they headed to the front for a refill. Domick said, “We saw kisses bestowed quite freely back there. Any chance we could get in on that action?”

      Liam climbed up on the stool, hopped over the bar, and said, “Absolutely. Come here, you troublemaker.” There was nothing for it but to follow him and accost the brothers, who had started laughing the moment the dwarf had moved. In the end, the bartenders got hugs from all four of them, and everyone was happy. As they pulled the next round, Domick said, “Y’all can call me Mick and my brother Jas. You are now officially friends of the Axes and are welcome here anytime.”

      For the first time in a long time, Ruby felt comfortable, safe, and at home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      They’d said their goodbyes after returning home, Liam and Daphne fading off to their rooms and Ruby visiting Demetrius for a slightly longer kiss than their first. Sadly, she had no time to indulge. The next day was the big exhibit at Spirits, and she needed to get to work. She gathered up her gear, including a single finished lightning grenade, and tossed it all into a duffel bag. She changed clothes into something more appropriate for a casino owner, a simple blouse and skirt, then touched her face with some makeup. “All right. Time to go.” The woman in the mirror nodded in agreement.

      She opened a portal to the receiving room at Spirits and stepped through. It was a short walk to her office, which was about the size of a broom closet. It was more an acknowledgment of her existence as part of the owning family than an actual workspace, and her parents had promised that the moment she decided to accept a greater role, she’d have a more appropriate chamber. Still, it served her current needs perfectly as it was one of the few places in the casino without camera coverage. She slid the bag under her desk, drew a deep breath, and headed to the public area of the casino. She made her way down to the first floor and approached the pair of guards protecting an exhibit. “Hi. I’m Ruby. Ruby Achera. I know this is a little weird, but I want to take a closer look at the diamond.”

      The two men looked at each other uncomfortably, and one attempted to dissuade her. “That’s against our orders.”

      She frowned and stuck her hands on her hips. “You’re telling me your orders specifically include the statement, “If an owner comes down and wants to examine one of the displays, they should not be permitted to?”

      The other replied, “No, of course not—”

      Ruby gave them a superior smile as she cut the guard off. “Well then, we’re covered. Go ahead and open it up.” The guards traded angry glances, but neither immediately rejected the idea. She could tell they were close to agreeing, so she added, “Don’t worry. It won’t only be you. I’m going to take a look at all the displays. I’ve never seen so much beauty in one place.” She put enough syrup and avarice into her voice that it sold the image she was trying to project. Their expressions showed more contempt than respect as they deactivated the alarm and opened the display. Believe what you want as long as you do what I want.

      She waved to the nearest security camera, knowing her actions were noticed, and reached inside to stroke a single finger along the glittering diamond ring. She pushed out her magic as she did, activating a spell she’d long since mastered as part of her studies. Of course, no one would know that since I’m only human. For once, her disguise was going to work in her favor. The trace she deposited on the gem would be unnoticeable by anyone else, but to her, it would serve as a beacon if she cast the matching detection spell.

      Ruby stepped back, gave a sprightly “Thank you for your assistance,” then moved on to the next. It took a little over forty-five minutes to complete the circuit. By the time she was halfway through, word had spread and reduced her need to work at convincing the guards until she reached the high roller room. The ones guarding the main display, the crown with the trio of huge diamonds, did their best to resist. A threat to call her parents and their bosses finally convinced them to do as she asked.

      She returned to her office and opened a portal back to her bedroom. Idryll stepped through carrying her duffel bag, which was notably less stuffed than Ruby’s. With a check to make sure the door was locked, they got down to the business of preparing for battle.

      Both of them put on the bodysuits that the agents had provided, shrouding them from toes to neck. They each set aside the full head covering to be added later. Ruby pulled on tactical pants and a long-sleeved black T-shirt over the base layer, then laced up her heavy boots. Next, she strapped armored plates at her shins, thighs, upper arms, and forearms. They made her feel decidedly martial, and she wasn’t completely sure she liked it. The magical bracers felt more natural. Margrave had recharged them for her in exchange for the opportunity to examine them, which worked out well for both of them.

      She belted the protective vest onto her chest, off-white and unmarked. I really need to do something with all these pale pieces of equipment. She latched the belt that held her spell dagger and flasks with healing and energy potions around her hips. Reaching a hand up, she patted her chest to make sure her shield pendant was where it belonged, then slipped the pistol into the drop holster that connected to her belt and strapped around her right leg. Finally, the sword went over it all. Dang. Cara and Kayleigh weren’t kidding. I need to hit the weight room. She put on the full hood, donned the magical illusion mask over the top of it, still in its neutral white kabuki form, and slipped her burner phone into a pocket.

      Idryll stood watching her with arms crossed. “It takes you forever to get ready.”

      Ruby laughed. “Sometimes you have to look outstanding for the occasion.” She made a cup with her hands, and the cat stepped into it. A grunt escaped her as she lifted the shapeshifter and Idryll pushed one of the drop ceiling’s panels away. Recon had shown they could get from the office to the false roof over the casino floor using a series of support beams. It was the perfect place to lie in wait for whatever might come. They crawled through the dusty area, and Ruby was thankful for the masks that kept her from inhaling the dust, dirt, and who knew what else they were passing through.

      Finally, they reached the right spot and Ruby used her knife to cut small holes in the plaster so they could see what was below. She did it slowly enough that the air systems would catch the particles before they floated down and alerted someone on the floor that something nefarious was afoot. When she was confident they were as good as she could manage, she sat on the beam, crossed her legs, and settled herself into the meditative pose that would allow her to rest without sleeping. “We’ve done all we can. If it goes down, we’ll be waiting.”
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        * * *

      

      Jared Trenton was a block and a half away in an unmarked van, one of four that had delivered his invasion team to the Strip. He activated the comm connection back to the base. “Grentham, are you there?”

      The dwarf’s voice came back immediately. “You know it. Our messages went out as planned, and the cameras on the Strip are starting to show activity.”

      He checked his watch, which showed five forty-five in the morning. They’d chosen to make their move early in the day to minimize the challenges dealing with the tourists would cause. “How many committed?”

      Grentham chuckled. “A bunch were downright thrilled, but you know how it is. The real players wouldn’t admit to whether they’d be involved or not. They’ll be there. They won’t be able to help themselves.”

      The minutes ticked away, and Grentham gave him updates on the increasing presence of the criminal element they counted on as a distraction. At two minutes before six, the dwarf’s voice filled with excitement. “Okay. We have significant numbers of people moving toward all the casinos. It’s even better than we thought it would be.”

      Jared grunted in reply. Part of him was excited at the news, but most of him was stressed and anxious about the battle to come. He had plenty of combat experience in his past, as most of the people in his company did, but it had been a while since he’d been out mixing it up in person. I’m sure it’s like riding a bicycle. After I shoot someone, it’ll all come back to me. He touched the pistol on his left thigh, a twin to the one on his right, and drew a calming breath. “Okay. Signal the guards to open all the doors and fade. Let’s do this thing.” To the men and women with him in the van, he said, “Time to move.”
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        * * *

      

      The burner phone sitting in her lap vibrated, and Ruby’s eyes snapped open. She looked down to see an update on the group text channel that connected her to Demetrius and Morrigan. The infomancer had sent a message about gangs flooding the streets and alarms sounding in the casinos, along with a picture of a very crowded Magic City Strip. Ruby peered down through the opening in the ceiling and saw a bunch of wannabe gangster-types flood into Spirits. Normal security responded to blunt their advance and got punched, kicked, and worse for their troubles. When the first gunshot went off, Ruby rose into a crouch and said, “Here we go.”

      Idryll reached out and grabbed her arm. “No, hold on. This is like a hunt, where you send in the animals to spook the prey. These are the animals. We need to wait for the hunters. They’re the ones we want.”

      Ruby saw the wisdom in the statement immediately but still had to ask, “Are you sure?”

      The other woman’s face was calm and confident. “Positive.”

      Ruby nodded. “Okay, we wait.” The phone buzzed again, with a message from her sister that read, “On my way.”
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        * * *

      

      Jared’s force, more than two dozen strong, moved at a jog toward the casino. About a third carried rifles, and the rest were armed with pistols. Although the security footage would reveal they were more than simple gangsters, he and Grentham had chosen to ensure they didn’t match, didn’t look like they had easy access to the best gear. He was growing increasingly paranoid that their actions would get traced back to them, and he feared the boss’ reaction if it did.

      Thus, his troops wore whatever armor they could come up with and whatever weapons they could procure, either by stealing them from criminals or through black-market transactions. Their numbers should carry the day even if something unexpected happened, and the magicals in the mix would be his edge. Some of the people could be traced back to his company, but not all of them, which would give Aces Security deniability. If the authorities caught any of his soldiers, they’d claim to be freelancing, earning a sizable cash payment for their loyalty, for their dependents, or themselves.

      They penetrated the casino in a rush and spread destruction in all directions, taking both the responding security and the attacking low-level criminals out of the fight without distinction, the latter’s job complete. That they used nonfatal damage as payment at the end to those who had come in as a distraction would doubtless heal all open wounds. He marched toward the first display case and shot the guard in the chest with a trio of bullets as the man tried to bring his pistol to bear. The rounds knocked him backward despite the protective vest, and one of Jared’s team hurried forward to zip-tie him. No point killing where we don’t need to. Better all around if we can do this without fatalities. He took a moment to stare through the protective case at the diamond ring within, then used a diamond-tipped striker to shatter the case. He grabbed the ring and shoved it in his pocket, then activated the comm channel connecting him to his people. “Fan out. Team One works the first floor, Team Two on the escalators with me. We have a crown to steal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Right before Ruby made her leap into the fray, Morrigan announced her presence with an arrow that discharged a cloud of gas on impact. Ruby saw it in slow motion as she fell, then one of the enemies gestured and summoned a breeze to push the vapor away. Great, they have magicals with them. That’ll liven things up. Fortunately, it also pushed the mist out of her path. She spent the last couple seconds of her fall idly wondering if the magical mask or the head covering she wore underneath it would filter harmful agents. Something to ask about, anyway. Maybe Kayleigh can whip that up.

      She used force magic to kill her velocity and landed in a run. Idryll was finding her way down, probably involving claws and damage to the building’s façade, but she couldn’t worry about that now. The nearest foe spun and raised his rifle toward her, and she smashed her bracelets together to summon a shield. She belatedly remembered to activate her force shield, and it materialized outside her clothing. His bullets failed to penetrate the magical dome, and she drew her pistol and pulled the trigger. The anti-magic bullet sped through her shield and slammed into his vest, knocking him off balance. As her shield fell, she ran and leapt into the air, delivering a front kick to his face that snapped his head back and dropped him to the floor. She landed standing over him, already seeking another enemy.
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        * * *

      

      Jared craned his neck to locate the archer who had launched the gas arrow. It had halted his progress toward the escalators. The attack had struck uncomfortably close to him, and without the wizard at his side, he wouldn’t have avoided whatever effect it had. Next time, we remember gas masks. He gave orders over the comm while his people moved. “Team One Squad A, keep grabbing the diamonds. Squad B, go after the masked freaks. Derek, find a spot and snipe whoever is shooting those arrows.” He gestured up at the upper level. “Team Two, resume moving to the second floor. Secure the escalators while we go up.” He marched toward the motorized stairs, part of his force advancing toward it with weapons drawn and shooting anything that moved, the other half following and doing the same thing behind them. He was in a bubble of safety for the moment and used the opportunity to contact his partner. “Grentham, status?”

      The dwarf replied, “Oh, it’s a total mess out there. Absolutely beautiful. All the casinos’ alarms are screeching away. The Ely PD have shown up but are facing so much resistance they can’t get out from behind the protection of their cars. When this ends, the casino owners are going to be down a bundle from losing those gems.”

      “Except the Underground, of course.”

      Grentham laughed. “True, except that.” One particular group had been paid to handle the dwarven casino and hand over the gems afterward. They’d use the proceeds to compensate for any losses the Underground suffered during the assault. Of course, if any money remained, Grentham and Jared would split it. “Any resistance?”

      “Two fools in masks, plus one archer.”

      The other man’s voice betrayed his concern. “The ones from the Kraken?”

      “One imagines so. That’s fine. We’ll make sure they won’t be around to do any more damage.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan had chosen a spot in the second floor’s corner that looked down over two-thirds of the main level. After her gas arrow, which had worked exactly as the file described, she’d taken out a couple of enemies with her magical force arrows. Still, a ton of bad guys remained, so it was a good opportunity to try something that would inconvenience more than one at a time. She reached back and located another of the technology arrows Kayleigh had provided. In one smooth motion, she drew, nocked, and loosed it at a pair robbing a display case on the far left side of the casino floor. It struck at their feet, exactly where she’d aimed it, and detonated on impact. A subsonic pulse the file had described as an acoustic weapon rippled from the arrowhead. Both men fell to the floor clutching their heads as vibrations ravaged their inner ears. Morrigan smiled down in satisfaction and reached for one of her sharp arrows as she spotted a rifleman angling toward Ruby’s back.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll noticed movement from the corner of her eye as she dealt with a pair of low-level thugs who had somehow avoided the fallout from the soldiers’ entrance. A man with a rifle had moved into the protection of a circle of slot machines and lifted his weapon, seemingly concentrating on whatever was in his scope. She followed the line of the barrel, saw that it pointed toward Ruby’s sister, and dashed at full speed toward the man, hoping she could get there in time. He pulled the trigger as she arrived and slammed bodily into him, knocking him flying. She scored a glancing blow with her claws, robbed of its power by her focus on ruining his shot.

      He rolled and tumbled back to his feet with surprising grace and lifted the rifle to dispatch a flood of bullets at her. She dove to the side and scampered behind a row of slot machines. The projectiles clanged into them, and sparks flew as his rifle tracked her motion. She popped her head up when the barrage stopped and saw him smoothly change magazines and point the weapon back up toward the second floor. Dedicated scumbag.

      Idryll leapt over the three rows of slot machines that separated them. Her foe whipped the rifle around toward her, revealing that his alleged change of target was a ruse. She wrenched herself to the side in mid-flight, but bullets scored along her skin anyway, cutting grooves into her flesh. Her twist saved her from a puncture, but she landed awkwardly and had to throw herself into another roll to find a place where she could safely stand. More angry than injured, she grabbed the chair that sat in front of the nearest slot machine and ripped it from the floor, sending bolts flying. She hurled it at the man, whose expression of alarm showed the idea of being attacked by a flying chair hadn’t been something he’d ever considered. He dodged, and she used the time to close with him.

      Her opponent tried ramming the butt of his weapon into her face as she arrived, then tried to kick her when she blocked it. She intercepted the second attack with an upraised foot and torqued her body to bring her knee into his stomach. The armored vest he wore protected him from most of the blow, but it stole his balance, which was sufficient to her needs. She put her foot down and spun backward to level an elbow into his face, then finished the spin by driving a fist into the same spot. He went flying, and she followed to ensure he stayed down. He was unconscious before he hit, but she slashed the strap of his rifle with her claws and threw it across the room where it wouldn’t easily be a threat to Morrigan. Okay, let’s see if there are any more rifles around here.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby launched herself onto the escalator on a rocket of force magic, shouted, “Up here,” and hoped both Morrigan and Idryll would hear her. She landed cleanly and smacked her bracelets together to summon another shield. The enemy reacted as she’d hoped. The ones in front continued to push for the second floor, but the back half moved to engage her. She discharged lightning from both hands at them, and a pair of magical shields appeared to cover all five of those who’d remained to fight. She growled in irritation and drew her pistol, sending anti-magic bullets at the magicals.

      Their comrades stepped into the way, taking the shots on their armor plates and jerking weapons up to return fire. She called up a full-body shield with her left hand to protect herself from the hail of bullets, thankful that they didn’t have anti-magic rounds. A force blast slammed into the shield, propelled her back down several steps, and required her to focus on her balance for a moment. When she’d regained it, she saw one of the magicals looking up. Above her was a gorgeous chandelier that she knew was far heavier than it appeared at first glance. The engineers had needed to install specific structural supports to hold it. With a smug grin, a witch raised her wand and slashed it through the air, cutting its support in half with a sizzling beam of fire.

      Ruby holstered her gun, grabbed a flash-bang grenade from her belt and hurled it at the gaggle of enemy soldiers, then leapt from the escalator to avoid the falling chandelier. It smashed right where she’d been standing. She landed on the casino floor and rolled to absorb the impact. She’d been at the wrong angle and hadn’t had enough time to lessen her velocity with magic, and her ankle had twisted annoyingly. Ruby forced herself to keep moving and gained her feet, opened a portal to the high roller room that had to be her foes’ final destination, and hopped through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The detonation of the flash-bang grenade was the signal Morrigan had awaited. She backed away from the railing, returned the arrow she’d had at the ready to her quiver, and opened a portal. She stepped through to the high roller room to find Ruby already there. Her sister had taken a position on the right of the chamber facing the single doorway that led into it, so she moved to the left. She nocked a razor-tipped arrow and aimed it at the closed door, then drew a deep breath to calm herself for what was to come.

      That barrier flew inward without warning to slam into the gaming tables that occupied the center of the area. She fired blindly into the opening, reaching back for a second arrow as soon as the first was on its way. A soldier in a black uniform carrying a rifle scurried into the room in a crouch, and her arrow missed as Ruby blasted him with force magic. The intruder bounced off the wall and slid down, and she put her next bolt through his leg, pinning him to the floor. A shield materialized to guard the entrance, and people flowed in behind its protection. Gunfire sounded from the right, and Ruby’s bullets passed through the barrier as if it wasn’t there, knocking down two more of their enemies.

      A grenade bounced off the wall above the door and fell among the invaders. Morrigan laughed inwardly. Not real good on that shield, whoever you are, leaving the top open. Lightning discharged from the projectile, sizzling as it reached out to ensnare several of the thieves, who jerked and stuttered under its assault. She drew an electrical arrow and launched it into the floor in front of the incoming people to add to the chaos.

      The fireball that came for her face was so sudden she had no time to defend against it. Fortunately, she did have friends who had encountered similar problems before. The magic deflector hanging from the chain around her neck sizzled and snapped as it cracked but successfully absorbed the incoming power. She fired an arrow back at the wizard who’d launched it, but he deflected it with a twitch of his wand. With the enemies now fully in the room, it was time to collapse her bow, draw her daggers, and mix it up.
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        * * *

      

      Jared followed his people into the room with the crown and skirted the outskirts while the others moved to engage the defenders. Over the comm, he ordered, “Keep them busy. Take them down if you can.” He continued circling the edge, but when the one nearest him traded her bow for a pair of daggers and turned in his direction, it forced him to admit that his opportunity to secure the prize was fading by the second.

      He drew both his pistols and fired at least a dozen bullets at her, but she dove out of the way, ending up crouched behind the display’s pedestal. He didn’t doubt that some sort of nasty magic he wanted nothing to do with would be directed at him in seconds, so he backed quickly toward the door and ordered his best wizard to make a try. The man moved forward, holding a wand in each hand and blasting at the pair, but he had no greater success as the one stayed behind cover and the other threw up shields against his attacks. Grentham's voice sounded in his ear. “Okay, Ely PD has managed to get a handle on the outside. You need to get out before they cut off your retreat.”

      With a snarl of frustration and a last look at the crown he’d hoped to secure, Jared spun and headed for the exit.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan watched the man who had shot at her go for the door. She fired a force blast at his back, but he escaped before it caught him. Lucky jerk. Three soldiers and a wizard remained in the room. She sent a force blast at the nearest poker table, and the heavy piece of furniture flew backward, smashing into two of their non-magical opponents and flattening them against the wall. She charged the third, ducking under a sizzling beam of fire from one of the wizard’s wands that set something alight behind her, and skidded to a halt in front of the last soldier.

      He snapped out a fist at her face, his reflexes as fast as hers, but she shifted nimbly aside to avoid it. She stabbed a dagger at his stomach, where it skidded off a protective plate and sliced him rather than embedding itself in his guts. Morrigan smashed him in the nose with the hilt of her other dagger, and he stumbled backward far enough that she had room to slam a sidekick into his chest and hurl him back into the wall. She sheathed her daggers and blasted him with lightning to finish him off. Ruby shouted, “Go after that other guy. I’ve got this scumbag.”

      Morrigan didn’t argue as she ran from the room in pursuit while grabbing her bow.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll had been systematically cleaning up the thieves on the first level, keeping an eye on the exit and intercepting any who tried to leave. She’d stayed in constant motion to avoid getting outnumbered and had substantially reduced the number of functioning opponents. Still, she had plenty of enemies to choose from. One stomped toward her, a black-uniformed man with a combat baton in each hand. He seemed to be completely unconcerned with escape and equally uninterested in stealing the diamonds. His face radiated bloodlust, a desire to test himself against another. A matching sensation coursed through her veins, and she gave him a toothy grin. He snarled, “Want to dance?”

      She snapped out her claws in response, further tearing the garment that had never been made for them in the first place. Ruby had insisted she try, and she had, but there was no way she was going to wear the thing again. It was functionally useless, not to mention fairly ugly. Her foe advanced cautiously but steadily, and she judged his movements. Good balance, strong grip on the weapons, eyes moving around to be sure he’s not caught unaware. A decent opponent.

      Idryll grinned and feinted forward, but he didn’t respond to the move, only came at a steady pace. Her estimation of him went up a notch for not overreacting. He had a plan and was going to stick to it. Good luck with that. I have a plan, too. He led with a forehand strike from his right-hand baton, and she faded to her right to avoid it. The other flicked out at her face, but she batted it aside with her forearm and stabbed at his throat. He quickly repositioned the weapon's shaft, and her claws scored the metal rather than his flesh. The other baton whipped down at her legs, forcing her to dance aside. He followed her movement, keeping the fight close, sending quick strikes from the weapons at her face and body.

      She had to concentrate to do it, but she handily intercepted each, negating the force behind them and redirecting them so they couldn’t do any damage to her. His caution prevented an easy opportunity for a counterattack, but she maintained her patience. Although some criminals might escape while she fought, this one’s skills made him a danger, and thus it was essential to defeat him.

      He shouted and dashed forward, then stopped suddenly to set her off balance. She turned her dodge into an attack, sliding ahead and dropping to her knees to deliver an elbow to his thigh. The protective plate kept her from doing any significant damage, but he reflexively kicked at her with the other foot as she’d guessed he would. Her palm wrapped around his heel and levered it up, flipping him onto his back. He landed hard but immediately slashed at her with a blind swing.

      She caught the wrist and sliced the tendons with her claws, forcing him to drop the weapon. He howled in pain, and she twisted the damaged wrist as she climbed on top of him, then shredded his other wrist when he tried to swing at her again. He struggled beneath her but couldn’t get free. She let go of his arms and punched him in the sides, below his armored vest, her claws tearing into his flesh. He went limp from pain, blood loss, or both, and she turned to find her next opponent.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan pelted after the runner, her bow assembling itself as she ran. A pair of soldiers stepped in front of the escalator after her quarry passed to bar her way. She reached back and drew a pair of arrows, then turned her bow to horizontal and nocked and loosed them both in a single motion. The projectiles struck both men in the shoulders, knocking them aside. One fell over the railing and plummeted to the hall below, and the other crumpled to sit with his hands reflexively grabbing the arrow’s metal shaft. She skidded to a stop at the top of the moving stairs and took careful aim before loosing a force arrow at the man she chased.

      It hit him in the middle of the back, and the magical burst knocked him forward, sending him tumbling down the escalator stairs. Two enemies stepped into view, fired up at her, and forced her to dodge to her left. The suppressing fire kept her from targeting him as he stumbled toward the exit with assistance from other soldiers. She grabbed another of the tech arrows that Kayleigh had provided and shot it in an arc at the entrance. It whistled through the air with a loud shriek, then clanged as it hit the ground near the fleeing man. All right, Idryll, hopefully you noticed my signal. Morrigan crawled toward a new position, away from the bullets that continued to fly overhead.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll saw a man stumbling toward the exit, being half-carried by another man, and figured that Morrigan had drawn her attention to them for a reason. She dashed forward as they passed through the doors and managed to get within four feet of them before a hail of bullets forced her to dive for cover behind a police car parked nearby. With a snarl, she peered through the car’s window, watching as the man and his companion retreated between the shooters. She wanted to follow them, felt a primal urge not to let her quarry escape, but the risks to the others on the Strip were too high. Hopefully, a gem Ruby had tagged would wind up in his possession, and they could hunt and secure him at leisure. It will be more delicious that way, in any case. She bolted back into the casino, seeking targets on which to vent her frustration.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby was on the defensive, her left arm tied up with the buckler of force she used to deflect the attacks from one wand while she cast counterspells to intercept the other with the right. The wizard was good, staying in motion so she had to keep moving as well, but not allowing himself to get trapped into a spot where she could use his surroundings against him. She repeatedly tried to close the distance, but he circled out and away and kept pelting her with spells.

      What I wouldn’t give right now for Kaeni's magic-absorbing sword. The most irritating thing about the contest was that the wizard was smiling as if he enjoyed the battle. Part of her was willing to let the fight play out as long as her foe wanted, confident Idryll or Morrigan would eventually join. The other part was worried, afraid her partners were in danger and needed her help. Too bad we didn’t get those tech pieces for the masks from Kayleigh. Then I’d know.

      Shaking her head, she refocused on the conflict at hand, determined to take the wizard out herself. She let her buckler fall, trusting in the force shield that lay outside her body to handle at least one hit, and reached out with her force magic. It took a great effort, but she ripped the remaining poker table from its moorings and threw it at the wizard. He used his wands to slice it in half and deflect the pieces as he stepped through the middle. Ruby couldn’t help but admire the smooth response, especially since the man displayed no concern at all as he invalidated her attack.

      I’ll give you a cause for concern, jerkface. While he dealt with the table, she drew her sword and dagger and charged the wizard. He could no longer hold her at range, so he changed his approach as well, summoning a beam of force on the end of each wand and stepping into a proper fighting stance. She shouted, “Come on, there’s no way you’re any good with those.”

      He laughed, and when he spoke his voice was full of amusement. “Society for Creative Anachronisms. I’ve been sword-fighting since I was five.”

      “Well, this will be fun for both of us, then.” She slashed with her sword, and he flashed his wands up to deflect it. His approach wasn’t power against power, which made sense given her longer weapon. Instead, he deflected and evaded, continuing to stay on the move, likely hoping she’d tire herself out. She chuckled inwardly. I’ve fought Keshalla for hours. Even in your dreams, you aren’t in her league. He whipped a force blade at her face, and she leaned back to avoid it. It sizzled as it went by, and she spotted a telltale hint of orange at the tip. Holy hell. He has fire bound on the end. He is good.

      The wizard outclassed her as a combat caster. She held no doubt about that. Fortunately, she had other options. Ruby stabbed the dagger forward and sent a force blast his way, and he spun to avoid it. When he came out of his spin, the dagger was already flying at his head. He looked alarmed for the first time as he whipped both force blades in front of his face to block. She grabbed for her belt, snagged one of the concealment grenades, and tossed it to the floor between them. As the smoke rose to obscure her, she cast a veil and circled away.

      He fired blasts of lightning indiscriminately into the cloud, but she had already gained sufficient distance that they couldn’t reach her. He covered himself in a force shield and crouched, turning in a slow circle to find her. She considered going for her gun, but she wasn’t a good enough shot to merely wound him, and she wanted to have a chat with him. Instead, she dipped a hand to her boot and drew the enchanted throwing knife Shentia had provided.

      She threw it with a practiced flick, and it sped forward to embed itself deep into his leg. He cried out and immediately launched a fireball back along its path, causing her to reflexively dive out of the way, not trusting a shield to handle it properly. She came up with her second throwing dagger ready and hurled it at him, but he was already stepping through a portal, which closed behind him before the blade arrived.

      With a sigh, Ruby muttered, “Damn clever wizards.” Then she turned her attention to putting out the small fires he’d set in the room before they became big fires. Idryll and Morrigan arrived shortly after and helped her extinguish the remaining flames. Her sister said, “The bastard got away.”

      Idryll added, “He had a lot of backup waiting outside. Skilled backup.”

      Ruby nodded. “We’ll figure it out later. Let’s get out of here before someone finds us and starts asking questions we don’t want to answer.”
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      They all returned to her office under a veil, where Ruby changed back into her casino owner’s garb and tossed her duffel bag through the portal into her bedroom at her parents’ house. Morrigan and Idryll followed, and when the rift closed, she grabbed the cleaning wipes she’d kept behind. After ten minutes, she managed, aside from her matted hair, to make it look as if she’d been in her office the whole time. She pulled the blonde locks back in a ponytail, drew a deep breath, and headed out, adopting a slightly vapid and stunned expression.

      She made sure to talk with every member of the casino staff she passed on her way down to the bottom level. Most of them seemed to have come through okay, except for the guards. Even they were primarily only wounded, although more than once she saw something suspiciously body-shaped on the floor, covered with a black tarp.

      The uniformed folks on the scene were a mix of Ely PD and the sheriff’s office, and she hoped she’d find her quarry nearby. Again, it was the woman’s hat that caught her attention, and Ruby crossed to where Sheriff Valentina Alejo stood talking to several of the guards hired to protect the displays. Ruby stayed on the outer part of the circle while they conversed, then nodded a greeting as the security people dispersed and the older woman’s eyes fell on her. Alejo said, “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to find you at this one.”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, given that my family owns the place, the odds were probably pretty good.”

      Alejo gave a dark chuckle. “Odds. Casino. I see what you did there.” She gestured around her, almost helplessly. “What the hell, Ruby? You come back to town, and suddenly everything is going crazy.”

      “Coincidence, not causation. I’m just really lucky.”

      “Seems like. You’ve been involved in what, two of these now?” Another question was apparent behind the one she’d spoken. She’s suspicious. And she’s not likely to buy the stupid act.

      Ruby shrugged. “Right place, wrong time, I guess. I was up in my office for this one. Afraid to come out if you want to know the truth. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to realize that if anything was going to tempt another attack, it would be hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of diamonds.”

      The sheriff nodded. “Were they insured?”

      “I presume so, but you’d have to ask my parents to be sure. I have no doubt they’ll be here soon.” Her sister would let them know what had happened if no one else had done so already.

      Alejo sighed and slipped the notepad she’d been using into her back pocket. “Come outside with me, where there’s a little less chaos.”

      Ruby obediently followed the other woman, who led her to a marked sheriff’s car. Her escort opened the door to kill the flashing lights on the car’s roof, then closed it again and leaned against the side. The Strip was in good shape, mostly vacant except for police at work and rows of bound troublemakers sitting on the ground awaiting transport to the local jail. Ruby chuckled. “I don’t think Ely PD has a place big enough to hold this many criminals.”

      Alejo nodded absently. “They’re talking about using shuttle buses. The kind that brings people in from Vegas or Reno.

      “Luxurious.”

      “I guess.” She swiveled her head to peer down at Ruby. “Look, I have this feeling you’re not being completely honest with me. You’re a smart woman, educated, and clearly affected by what’s going on. I presume you have contacts here that I don’t. What do you know?”

      “Nothing specific. I’m aware the Council figured bringing in an outside security company would tick off the ones in town, but I’m not sure that’s relevant.” In truth, she knew it was, but she had no way to reveal that to Alejo without betraying her other activities. “What do you know?”

      The sheriff shrugged and looked down the Strip, notably not making eye contact. “I know this appears to have roused every group we have intel on. Seems pretty coincidental, everyone showing up.”

      She frowned. The other woman’s tone and body language revealed she was suspicious of Ruby, or at the very least unwilling to share real information with her. I’m going to have to find a way to talk with her as my alter ego. Her mind was searching for a way to end the conversation gracefully when a man and woman in black suits and ties with stark white shirts stepped up and flashed their badges. Alejo snorted. “Wonderful, a visit from the Paranormal Defense Agency. Just what this day needed. What can I do for you folks?”

      The woman gave a thin smile. “You? Nothing. Your friend here needs to come with us. Ms. Achera, our boss would like a word.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby had considered arguing, especially when she discovered that it involved a road trip. Still, she’d wondered in the back of her mind when the PDA would show up again, knowing the appearance of masked fighters who used magic would be like a beacon to them, and decided now was as good a time as any to deal with the agency. She spent the drive to Reno lying in the back seat of the government sedan, drifting in and out of sleep. Aches and pains announced themselves as her body stiffened from the stresses she’d put it through, and she longed for a hot bath and a long nap.

      When they finally arrived in Reno, the agents parked the car in an underground garage, and they rode an elevator up to the lobby. She passed through a metal detector and felt the pull of the built-in anti-magic emitter trying to peel away her visual humanity. Fortunately, she was able to counter it by drawing upon her pendant. The sensor probably would’ve pierced the disguise of any magical without the innate illusion skills of the Mist Elves, but she was pretty sure by the lack of reaction that she’d made it through okay. The emitters commonly used in detection equipment were on the weak end of the scale, thankfully. Hopefully, I’ll still have enough juice to pull it off on the way out.

      Another elevator ride, this time to an upper floor of the building, and they escorted her down a hallway dotted with offices on either side. It ended at a door, and beyond it sat Agent Paul Andrews. He nodded at their entrance, and the agents escorting her pushed her fairly gently into the chair that rested across the desk from him. They departed, closing the door behind them.

      Ruby said, “How did your people get there so fast?”

      Andrews chuckled. “They were already there. You didn’t think we’d forgotten about you and the strange stuff that’s been happening in Ely since you returned, did you?”

      Again, she said, “Coincidence, not causality. Not that I’m not flattered by the attention, but why did I need to take a trip to freaking Reno? Wouldn’t a call have sufficed?”

      He shook his head. “I want to look you in the eyes for this particular conversation.” He leaned forward in his chair and put his elbows on the desk as he stared at her. “Tell me what you know about the vigilantes that keep popping up in your city and today, in your casino.”

      Ruby scowled. “Seriously? You’re worried about the people fighting to defend others rather than the hoodlums who broke in and tried to kill a bunch of our employees?” She attempted to inject some of the authority of a casino owner into the question, but his unchanged expression showed the tactic had no particular influence on him.

      “I’m worried about magicals operating outside the law. That’s what we do here, you know.”

      She countered, “I saw some of those. They were smashing things in the casino, setting fires, and injuring or killing the people we’d hired to protect the place. Maybe you should get over there and investigate, or whatever it is you’re supposed to do when you’re not occupied harassing innocent bystanders.”

      He grinned, showing his teeth, apparently enjoying the interchange. “It remains to be seen whether you’re innocent or a bystander, Ms. Achera. The local authorities will take care of those magicals you mentioned.”

      Ruby snarled, “You know they’re not equipped to do that. We don’t have an AET unit, and the Ely police are definitely not up to the task.”

      Andrews leaned back with a shrug. “Not our problem.”

      “Hard to believe that given the many problems with your outfit, that’s not one of them.”

      “I’ll ask again. Tell me what you know about the vigilantes.”

      She crossed her arms, deciding she would try the role of offended casino owners’ daughter again. “I know they’re doing a better job than you are protecting our people.”

      “What people are those? Mist Elves, like your family?”

      She shook her head. “Anyone in Magic City counts. Owners, tourists, workers, hell, local wildlife. Whatever.”

      His eyebrows furrowed as he frowned. “So, it’s your family’s position that people taking the law into their own hands is a good thing?”

      “I speak for myself, not my family.”

      He spread his hands to the sides. “Okay, so it’s your opinion that taking the law into one’s own hands is a good thing?”

      Careful, Ruby. “I think it’s a continuum. Assisting the authorities by gathering information when they’re overstretched seems reasonable. As you know, I’ve been trying to figure out why the explosion happened at the Mist.”

      Andrews nodded. “How’s that investigation going?” The sarcasm and condescension in the sentence, plus the matching look on his face, made her want to hit him. That’s exactly why he did it. He’s good.

      “Not so great, if you must know. People in official positions seem to be focused on other, less important things and are unwilling to share information.”

      He barked, out of nowhere, “Tell me who the people in the masks are. I know you know.”

      She let the fact that he’d startled her show on her face and answered with as much sincerity as she could muster. “I have no idea. Maybe you should ask the Council.”

      He snorted. “They’re useless, just like you appear to be.” He pressed a button on his desk phone and said, “Come get her.” Before the agents arrived to take ownership of her, he had one more warning to share. “I’m watching you, Achera. If I discover you know more than you’re telling, you’ll find yourself up on charges. That’s a promise.”

      The smile she gave him in response as she rose from the chair was as sweet and syrupy as she could make it. She injected the same into her tone. “Always good to see you, Agent Andrews. Have a lovely day.”
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      Grentham rushed through the halls of the palace, almost late for the Council meeting. It wasn’t often that his shorter-than-human-average stride frustrated him, but in this place, at this juncture, he wished he could use magic to speed himself up. However, it would look bad, and image was everything at the moment. That he was late because he’d been cleaning up the details from the attacks that morning rendered the whole situation far more acceptable, though. He and his partner owned a stash of diamonds now, and all the criminal organizations in town that had profited from the event owed him one for it. He’d made sure to emphasize the personal nature of that obligation because having other people owe him favors was one of his very favorite things.

      He entered the chamber as everyone was settling into their chairs and strode to the last open seat between the Kilomea, Bartrak, and the Drow, Elnyier. The faces around the table were drawn with worry, and he mimicked them, quickly quashing his amusement at their discomfort. Lord Maldren, the kemana’s titular leader, announced in a somber tone, “Several dead. Countless injured. Millions upon millions in jewels stolen. This is a dark day for Kemana MountHaven, and Ely.”

      Rosalind Caruthers, the witch, snarled, “I thought bringing in this out-of-town security company was supposed to solve this problem. Wasn’t that what you said, Maldren?” Her omission of his title was a testament to her annoyance, and on a normal day might have been sufficient instigation for a reprimand.

      Before the Mist Elf could respond to the insult, Grentham interjected, “I told you they wouldn’t be any better than what we already had here. I’m not sure which one of you is behind this, but whoever it is seems very well organized.”

      An uproar sounded in response, and Lord Maldren banged the table until silence fell. “Grentham, baseless accusations will not help. There is nothing to suggest anyone here had anything to do with today’s events.”

      Andrielle Chentashe, the Atlanteans’ representative, replied, “Maybe the human, Sloane, is to blame. He wants to build a casino here and has been repeatedly frustrated in his attempts to do so. Perhaps disrupting our businesses benefits his case somehow.”

      Challen, the gnome healer, shook his head. “I don’t see it.”

      Bartrak grunted, “He could benefit by wearing us down or by dividing us. Causing us to turn on one another. Sowing chaos below as has been done above.”

      He swiveled to stare at Grentham, who shrugged in response. “I’m only throwing out ideas. Maybe the casinos that were attacked have something significant in common?”

      Rayar shook his head. “Two Mist Elf casinos, the Ebon Dragon owned by the witches and wizards, and one each owned by the Wood Elves and the Atlanteans. I can think of nothing in particular that connects them except all belong to magicals.”

      The table was quiet as everyone considered the list. When the silence stretched for half a minute, Grentham offered, “Listen, we made the choice to put on a display of easily transportable and incredibly valuable items. That would’ve been a beacon to every criminal in a hundred miles. Hell, I’m surprised more of them didn’t show up.”

      Lord Maldren replied, “In any case, one unknown that has long vexed us is Gabriel Sloane’s petition to build a casino in our city. I’ve worked with the local governments, both in Ely and in the county beyond, and they’ve agreed to rezone the areas outside the Strip. No casinos will be permitted beyond the existing boundaries.”

      Clapping and congratulations broke the momentary stunned silence. Grentham's blood chilled at the potential fallout of that decision for Magic City in general and he and his partner in particular. The Mist Elf continued, “The government officials will send a message to Sloane telling him there’s no room on the Strip for any more casinos and that his petition is denied.”

      Grentham cleared his throat. That’ll go over well. “Look, we started with a bunch of security companies in town, then we added more guards after the first attacks, then we looked outside for additional protection, and none of it worked. I have a proposition, the same one I’ve been making to deaf ears for some time. My company is ready to expand. If we can get solid commitments from more casinos, we can hire more people. Specifically, we can hire more magicals, enough to meet anyone’s security needs. We’ll bring them to town if we need to like the Underground has been doing. It’s time to quit throwing things at the wall to see if anything will stick. We need to look to our own by depending on our own.”

      The familiar argument deflected the group from consideration of Sloane, and their conversation fell back along normal pathways. The dwarf spent the rest of the meeting imagining how his boss might respond to the city’s decision to refuse him. Not well. Not well at all.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Grentham was in the passenger seat of Jared’s SUV on the way to Reno. He put as much optimism as he could into his voice. “I think a few more contracts should come out of the Council meeting. They’re scared, which means at least part of this plan is going well.”

      Jared shook his head. He’d looked almost frightened since Grentham told him what had transpired at the meeting. “The boss will go supernova when he hears they’ve shut him out. We have to do something to protect ourselves before that message hits.”

      Grentham nodded. “Agreed. I think we have a few days before they tell him, based on my conversation with Maldren after the others left. But we’ll have to move fast. What did you have in mind?”

      His partner shook his head again. It was a convulsive motion as if doing so caused him pain. “That’s the thing. I don’t have any ideas. This is big. Huge. Monumental. It could upset all his plans, at least the ones we know about, which would have notably bad implications for our continued usefulness, not to mention survival.”

      “Time to run?” They’d discussed at various times since agreeing to work for Gabriel “The Nightmare” Sloane that they might have to vanish on a moment’s notice. Grentham had two escape routes and several hidden stashes of cash ready to go and was sure his partner had the same.

      “No, or at least I hope not. We built up a good thing in Ely. We have to find a way not to lose it.”

      Grentham shrugged. “When you come up with one, let me know. In the meantime, we should make sure our exit plans are ready. Also, in the meantime, I promised to hire more magicals, so we need to be seen making good on that commitment.”

      Jared coughed, then adjusted the air conditioning, which had likely been set on “Freezing,” judging by the temperature inside the vehicle. “That could be more challenging than you think. We had to bring in enough people for these not-wildly-successful field missions for the boss that it might’ve damaged our reputation. We need to put another cutout between us and anyone we hire for future operations against the casinos.”

      Grentham nodded, thinking of his lieutenants who more or less ran the day-to-day of the pawnshop ring for him. “I have a guy or two. I can make that happen.”

      They passed the rest of the drive discussing strategies for increasing their company’s personnel and had a solid plan for finding and wooing more people by the time they arrived. They entered the hotel, and a pair of the boss’s drones stepped into place beside them as escorts. Jared had related the details of his previous visit, so they expected their minders’ presence and the mirrored elevator that carried them up to the top floor. The apartment was as gorgeous as his partner had described, although he didn’t get to see the fancy living room.

      Instead, their escort brought them into a game room, where the boss and his wife were shooting pool. The space was full of wood panels, exposed beams, and the like, probably to make it resemble a bar. The big man was dressed the same as always, and the woman wore a dress that seemed more like something you’d wear to a club than something you’d lounge around in at home. At a glance from their superior, Jared said, “The action was a success, Mr. Sloane. We didn’t get the crown, but we got almost everything else.”

      The other man missed a shot and let out a mild curse, then gestured for his wife to take her turn. He muttered absently, “Anderson will give you instructions on where to deposit my share of the proceeds.” He and his wife each took a few more shots before he deigned to speak to them again. “So, one of my contacts tells me that a mutual friend of ours who was unfortunately detained by the authorities is going to be moved in a couple of days. Police escort, multi-truck convoy, the whole nine yards.”

      Grentham asked, “Do you want him killed?” He was already picturing how he might get explosives onto the cars or roads or infiltrate the police garage to plant them ahead of time. He had people who were excellent at such things. Worst case, I’ll put a couple of my boys on a bridge and fireball the hell out of the entire convoy.

      Sloane looked up with a grin from where he was bent over to take his next shot. “Oh no, something much more fun. You two are going to rescue him.”
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      Ruby said, “It had to be Aces. They had to be involved.” She paced back and forth along one side of her bedroom at her parents’ house with her hands clenched into useless fists.

      Morrigan, sitting next to Idryll on the bed, replied, “It seems like a good bet.”

      With a sound that was at least half purr, probably because Morrigan was idly running her fingers through the shapeshifter’s hair, Idryll observed, “We should just kill them.”

      Ruby laughed darkly. “Well, there’s no question that would solve the problem if they’re the ones behind it. Even so, it might be a little extreme.”

      Idryll complained, “Too many rules here. Hunter. Prey. Call it done.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve been through the venamisha. I know you’re not that superficial. Quit pretending to impress Morrigan.”

      Her sister responded, “Why can’t you simply tell the sheriff about them? Seems like that would be the easiest thing to do.”

      Ruby sat on the edge of the bed and twisted to face the pair. “If we do that, they’ll know for sure that someone’s onto them when she shows up at their door. Worse, I’m not completely confident that the company, or the dwarf’s side gig, doesn’t have informants in the sheriff’s office. Or, if not that, a tap on their communication or something. It’s what I would do if I were a criminal mastermind.”

      Idryll snorted softly. “You have a long way to go before you’re any kind of mastermind. It requires having a mind. It’s right there in the word.”

      “Shut it.” She tried to turn her smile at the jibe into a frown but failed. “Anyway, I guess the answer is that I want to have totally solid evidence, preferably catching one of them in the act. Or at least maybe recordings of them doing bad stuff.”

      Morrigan nodded. “I can see that. What about breaking in and planting listening devices? Margrave would have something that would work, right? Or you could whip them up yourself.”

      Ruby stretched, popping her back. “If I had a week, I could probably make enough to get the job done. That would still involve getting in there, and one has to think they’ve bolstered their defenses. If not because of Idryll and me, then because of the fighting between the companies.”

      “That could have been coincidence.”

      Both Ruby and Idryll replied, “Not,” at the same moment.

      Morrigan countered, “It could. You can’t know for sure.”

      It was a classic argument from her sister, claiming that if you couldn’t be positive, anything was possible. Ruby ignored the bait. “In any case, I agree it sounds like a good idea to get more information, but breaking and entering probably isn’t the answer. Maybe Demetrius can hack them or something. I think I’ll go find out.”

      She had a bite to eat and portaled into the bedroom of the house she shared with her roommates. It might cause a problem later, explaining how she got there when no one saw her come in, but she didn’t want to run into anyone at the moment, either. There would be questions about the events at Spirits, and she wasn’t up to lying about it. She made her way quietly to Demetrius’s door and knocked softly. A couple of moments later he opened it, looking rumpled in a t-shirt and shorts that were likely his sleep clothes, to judge by the equally rumpled bed. She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and a hug, then sat in his computer chair. “How skilled are you at hacking into places you shouldn’t be?”

      He laughed. “Damn lousy, before I’ve had my first cup of coffee. After that, pretty good, depending on the complexity of the defenses. I couldn’t break into Google or Apple or anything if that’s what you’re looking for. Well, not without a lot of money and months of prep time.”

      She shook her head. “Aces Security.”

      “They have something to do with what happened earlier?”

      As far as he knew, she and her sister had spent the event in the casino’s security center. Despite her desire to tell him the whole truth right then, she reminded herself that knowing would put him at risk. Hopefully, he’d understand when she finally did reveal her secrets. If not, I guess that’s the cost of doing what I think is best. “I don’t know for sure. Everyone was masked. They weren’t just people off the streets, though. They were good at what they did, probably ex-military, and that suggests contacts among the security companies.”

      He nodded. “Well, move your ass out of my chair, and I’ll see what I can manage while you procure me a cup of coffee.”

      She laughed and obeyed. “Deal. But don’t get used to the idea that I’m your caffeine dealer.” No one interrupted her trek to the first floor, but her luck ran out when she discovered Shiannor in the kitchen. The memory of his doppelgänger’s accusations during the venamisha made her instantly uneasy. She mumbled, “Hey, Shia.”

      He nodded over crossed arms, one hand holding a mug that proclaimed Mondays to be the work of the devil. “Big doings on the Strip this morning.”

      She walked to the coffee maker and filled it. “Yeah, I watched from the security room. It wasn’t pretty.”

      Without turning to look, she knew he was staring at her. She felt it. He said, “I heard people in costumes showed up again.”

      “Yeah, I saw them. One of them was definitely a magical. I think the person with the bow might’ve been as well. The third had some kind of claw weapon.”

      “Men, women?”

      Ruby shrugged and looked at him with half an eye while she poured water into the machine. “The one with the claws was wearing something formfitting enough that woman seems a good guess. The other two, no idea.”

      He shook his head. “Trouble swirls around you, Ruby.”

      She hit the brew button then turned to face him, crossing her arms. “Yeah, Daphne more or less said the same thing. Are you on the team that wants me to move out?”

      He laughed. “No, I’m on the team that’s glad you’re going to put some defenses around the place. I don’t scare easy, and if anyone was stupid enough to break in while I was here, I’m pretty sure they’d find more trouble than they bargained for.”

      Ruby forced a smile. “I think Liam would say the same. Demetrius, though, would probably lock himself in his room.”

      “You and Demetrius should have weapons.”

      She blinked, surprised. “What?”

      “Get a gun and learn how to use it. Same with him. Being able to defend yourself is important. I know Demetrius could cast spells if he wanted, but it might be good for him to have both options.”

      She nodded slowly. It wasn’t terrible advice. “I’ll think about it and mention it to him.”

      The elf inclined his head in acknowledgment. “Do.” He left the room, and she poured coffee for herself and Demetrius. That was weird. Really weird.

      She took the coffee upstairs to find the computer wizard growling and muttering curses at his screens. “Not going as well as one might hope?” He gestured at the displays as if that would tell her something. Ruby rolled her eyes. “I don’t read code, Tree.” She’d started calling him that a day before, and the nickname seemed to amuse him.

      He replied, “Their defenses are way too strong. It looks like they even have an infomancer watching over the place in real-time. I couldn’t get past the edges without risking whoever it was noticing.”

      She sighed. “Okay, how about digging into the owners’ stuff? You can access their phones or laptops or something, right?”

      He shrugged. “I can try, anyway.” His attention went back to the screens, and his hands returned to the keyboards, except for occasional pauses to take a sip of coffee. Ruby made herself comfortable on his bed. He finished his mug in record time, so she handed over her half-full cup for him to finish as well. When it was empty, he sighed in disgust. “Locked down. All of it, locked down.”

      She groaned. “Nothing at all?”

      He gave a short laugh. “I managed to hack into his dating profile. So, you know, go me.”

      She pushed herself off the comfortable mattress and peered over his shoulder. “Show me.”

      The screens populated with pictures of women and copies of chats. They spent the next ten minutes perusing them and making snarky comments about his tastes. Then she spotted something. “He’s supposed to have a date tonight.”

      Demetrius frowned. “Yeah, so?”

      “Can you get into there and pretend to be him? And her?”

      “It’ll take a little time to crack into her side of the app, but sure.”

      The plan was already coming together in her mind. She was certain Idryll and Morrigan would both tell her it was stupid, but she could feel it was the right thing to do. “I want you to make sure he thinks they’re still meeting tonight, and I want you to make sure she thinks he’s postponed. Any conversation between them, intercept it or fake it or whatever it takes so they believe it.”

      He frowned back at her. “I can do that, sure. There’s nothing here to suggest they’ve communicated in any way other than through the app.”

      “Perfect.”

      He turned in his chair to look at her. “You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, are you?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I probably am. I need to see Margrave and get some tools but after that? I have a date with a scumbag.”
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      After a visit to Margrave to pick up the tech she needed, Ruby swung by Daphne’s room, then returned to hers to dig into a trunk full of clothes she hadn’t found occasion to unpack since her return to Ely. She pulled out what she thought of as her date outfit, a decidedly slinky dress and the underthings to go with it, and hung them to let the wrinkles stretch out. I need to learn an ironing spell. Maybe something that mixes fire and water. Probably not the moment to experiment. She rooted inside again and retrieved the pair of matching heels, eyeing them with a grimace. She wasn’t good at the high-heeled shoes, had never developed the knack. Thankfully, the illusion should keep his eyes off my feet. She snorted inwardly and checked the clock. Too much time to simply hang around waiting, but not enough for a nap.

      She crossed to her bed and sat cross-legged upon it, bumping Idryll out of the way. The reclining shapeshifter, who had been leafing through a magazine while Ruby searched her storage, asked, “Are you planning to do something else stupid today?”

      “You mean besides going on the date?”

      “Of course that’s what I mean. You’re not a secret agent, you know.”

      Ruby chuckled. “No, but I am pretty good at illusion. I’ll make sure he has enough to look at that he doesn’t notice anything else.”

      Idryll snorted as she turned a page. “Males.”

      “Right? Now, shut up.” She closed her eyes and focused, then released her hold on her magic. The way her instructor at the university had described the spell while teaching it to the magicals she shared the class with, was letting the magic catch the breeze and spread. It was a metaphor that worked for her, and her power floated outward. Allowing it to expand on its own was more time-intensive than pushing it to do her bidding would’ve been, but it was also less draining. I’m going to require all the power I can keep for tonight. But I do need to check this.

      Wherever her power touched on a stolen gem from the casino, she noticed it. She got a sense of where they were, could probably find her way to them if she needed to. What she hoped for was to discover a bunch clustered in one place, possibly a gang’s headquarters, or maybe even a fence they’d been sold to. So far, they were separate. She let the power go and flopped backward on the bed with a sigh. “Do you know how long it’s been since I was on a real date?”

      Idryll rolled her eyes. “Never?”

      Ruby slapped her. “Don’t be rude. But a while.”

      “Maybe Demetrius will ask you out.”

      “Yeah, I guess a girl can dream.” She sat up and decided to keep moving to her feet. “I need to get ready.”

      First was a shower, followed by putting on her battledress. It was all deep red, a scarlet that amplified the contrasting lightness of her hair. Fortunately, Terri, the woman that she was impersonating, had hair almost the same shade as hers, so adjusting it to match wouldn’t be difficult. She sat in front of her makeup drawer and called up a phone picture Demetrius had pulled from the dating site. Idryll asked, “Why do you bother?”

      Ruby shrugged. “This is how I learned to do it. I guess the closer you are to reality, the easier it is to maintain the illusion. Plus, if he touches me, it’s a lot less challenging to fool him if the dress feels like a dress, rather than having to fake it if I’m in a T-shirt.”

      “Do you need all that makeup?”

      Ruby laughed. “Apparently, Terri believes she does. Frankly, I think she would be prettier without so much. Again, I need to get it as close as I can so there’s less chance of screwing up.”

      She saw the shapeshifter’s reflection in her mirror as the other woman stood and crossed the room to watch her. Her partner said, “I have to say, you look better in less makeup, too.”

      “Aw, thanks. You’re sweet.”

      Idryll grinned. “Not good, though, but better.”

      Ruby turned and whipped her eyebrow pencil at her life-partner in a single motion. Idryll dove back on the bed to avoid it, laughing. Ruby put the finishing touches on her outfit, adding a black patent leather clutch purse into which her tools for the evening went, then headed for the door. “Don’t wait up. I’m sure this is going to be the most awesome date ‘Terri’ has ever had.”
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        * * *

      

      Jared Trenton sat in the trendy restaurant attached to the Kraken casino and smiled inwardly at the irony. It had been during the head chef’s debut that they’d made the play to kidnap the owners’ kid. Of course, no one here knows that. Like the rest of the casino, the eatery was supposed to look as if it was underwater. The back of the bar was a surprisingly engaging display screen showing ocean images as seen from below the surface.

      He sipped his drink in anticipation, trying to push away all of his every day worries. It seemed as if lately, dates were the only thing that gave him any pleasure at all. Well, and what usually came after them. This woman today, Terri, is hot with a capital H. He’d already finished one tumbler of whiskey and signaled for another.

      A tap on his shoulder and a questioning, “Jared?” announced the arrival of his date. He swiveled his chair to look at her. She was tall, blonde–appropriate for a model–and impressively curvy. The red dress and heels were perfect, the former clinging to her as if afraid to fall off, the latter high enough to be a deliberate enticement to his attention.

      He grinned. “You must be Terri.”

      They laughed together and shook hands as she slipped into the seat next to him. She said, “Thanks for the invitation. I’ve never been here before.”

      He nodded and waved at the bartender. “What’ll you have?”

      She looked down at his glass, considered for a moment, then replied, “Vodka, soda, ice, please. Oh, with a lime.”

      It seemed like something a model would drink. In his experience, and he had dated several, they tended to be concerned about every calorie. I suppose I would be too if that’s how I made my money. “Thank you for accepting the invitation. I know it came pretty quick since we haven’t been talking that long.”

      She laughed. “We haven’t been chatting online long, you mean. I don’t know. It seemed like we hit it off fast.”

      Jared was almost as good at charming women virtually as he was in person. “I’m glad you had the night free.”

      She gave a small sigh accompanied by a pretty pout on her red lips. “Yeah, the whole high-roller hostess thing isn’t nearly as much fun since people have been breaking into the casinos and stuff. Before, it was fluttering my eyelashes and laughing at their jokes. Now I feel like I’m taking my life into my hands by stepping into the building.”

      He looked away as the bartender arrived, not really wanting to talk about things that bordered on his work. When they were alone again, he suggested, “Ready to take a seat and have some food?” She nodded, and he signaled the host. She surprised him once more by having more than a salad, ordering a seafood pasta dish that he’d have to convince her to share a bite of. He asked, “What about your other job?”

      Terri shrugged. “Modeling is intermittent at the moment. I guess that’s the right word. I get called down to Vegas once or twice a month, Reno about the same. It’s not enough to let me live in either of those places, so here I am. I’m working on finding a local photographer who’s willing to go into a business partnership with me. You don’t know anyone, do you?” Her tone was hopeful.

      Jared shook his head. “With beauty like yours, I’m sure you’ll wind up on top in no time.”

      She laughed, whether from humility or at his entendre, and they spent a pleasant meal chatting. She had a lot of questions, and he deflected most of them and made up answers to the others. It’s not like we’re going to get married or anything. She’ll never find out the truth. He asked some of his own, and her replies convinced him she was bright but not overly so and had spent a good amount of time partying in her younger years. All of that added up to pretty solid odds for a post-dinner trip back to his apartment. She agreed to his suggestion about sharing dessert, then mentioned something about powdering her nose and headed toward the restrooms.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby stared at her reflection in the mirror. Well, more accurately, Terri’s reflection. The illusion she’d conjured for the date was definitely on the voluptuous side, and it felt very odd seeing the model staring back at her. Despite spending the evening trying to come up with a way to plant one of Margrave’s bugs on Trenton, she hadn’t hit upon a single useful option. Her first hope had been to put it on his phone, but the device had yet to make an appearance. Dating in the twenty-first century and not having one’s phone out? Insanity. She’d even prompted him to show her some pictures, but he demurred, offering only, “Later.”

      Ruby had been on enough dates to know what that comment entailed. She’d hoped to end the evening after dinner but wasn’t about to abandon the effort because things didn’t go perfectly, not after the time she’d already spent in his oily presence. Besides, a gift from Daphne that would help with that situation was tucked carefully into her purse. After reassuring herself it was still there, she touched up her lipstick, patted her hair, and headed back out to deal with the Aces Security owner.

      Sliding into her seat, she said, “Hope you were lonely.”

      He chuckled. “It felt like an eternity.”

      “Well, that’s a positive sign, I’d say.” Dessert arrived, and they shared a slice of cheesecake covered in fresh strawberries and raspberries. She ate less than she wanted in order not to give away her disguise. Ruby-not-Terri would’ve fought for every last bite. It was that good.

      They wandered outside, and he dashed her next hope as he summoned a car with his phone rather than taking her to his vehicle. Dammit, I need an opening here. Getting a bug into his car would’ve been really useful. She kept him at arm’s length in the car, despite his clear desire to start making out with her, teasing him over his advances. He managed to keep his disappointment off his face, except for one nasty glance that he didn’t quite cover in time. She leaned against him in the elevator to make up for it since another couple was in there with them.

      When they entered his apartment, he pushed her up against the wall and kissed her, and she let it happen for a moment before disengaging. She gave him her best flirty smile and murmured, “I need a drink. Where can I find one?” He pointed at a bar cart and disappeared into the back of the flat, giving her time to make two drinks and spike both with the vial she’d gotten from her witchy roommate, covering the action with a very precise veil. She’d drunk a counteragent before arriving so the magical drug wouldn’t affect her.

      He was waiting for her in the bedroom, clearly having figured he would seduce her when she came to find him. She held out both glasses. “Take one and drink up. You’re going to need your strength.” She sipped hers and bent to slip off her heels.

      Trenton said, “No, those stay on.”

      She straightened slowly, giving him a good look at her disguise, and lifted the glass. “To what’s to come.” He nodded, and they drank the glasses empty together. She snagged the tumbler out of his hand as he started to sway, then he fell back on the mattress, unconscious.

      Ruby sighed in relief. Daphne had told her the drug would act quickly, and he would have an amazingly realistic memory of whatever false remembrance she chose to implant. Bending over, she whispered a story of a wild night full of acrobatic lovemaking, including a few things she’d only read about and couldn’t picture how they’d work in real life. At the end, she explained that he was completely satisfied and never needed to see Terri again.

      She straightened and looked around the room with a critical eye. Sorry he’s going to ghost you, actual Terri. But I think I saved you from a bad match. She checked out his walk-in closet, but he had such an array of clothes and accessories that she couldn’t reliably bug something he’d need every day. She found his phone and examined it closely, cursing at the discovery that he didn’t use a case. Even though the magical eavesdropping objects were thin, he would likely feel it. Damn it to hell.

      She hid listening devices in several areas in his apartment while she thought about what he might routinely use but not touch carefully enough to detect the bug. She finally decided on shoes. Ruby selected the ones he was wearing, plus a couple of pairs that looked slightly more scuffed than the rest in his closet, and pressed the transparent circular discs onto the front portion of the raised heel.

      Her hand was on the handle of the exit when she realized she was making a huge mistake. With a groan, she headed back to the bedroom. First, she smeared some lipstick on the pillows and rumpled the covers, throwing some off the bed. Then, reluctantly, she peeled him out of his clothes, careful not to look out of a sense of revulsion rather than a desire to preserve his modesty. Once he was naked, she fled the scene. Okay, I’m definitely not cut out to be a spy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby had showered upon arriving home, fallen into bed for a good night’s sleep, then showered again when she woke up. The man’s aura seemed to cling to her. It wasn’t comfortable, to say the least. Still, the situation hadn’t pushed her further than she’d been willing to go, and some sacrifices were worth making. As long as I can wash his grossness away at some point, that is, and maybe find some eye cleaner to get the image of his nakedness out of them forever.

      She had modified a small, old-school transistor radio and cassette player to pick up the feed from the bugs she left behind. Margrave had helped, but it was mainly her work, and she was proud of the finished product. While working on it, an idea had popped into her head for a gadget that would allow paired units to talk over a long distance, acting as both microphone and speaker. When she’d mentioned it, Morrigan had replied dryly, “Congratulations. You’ve invented the cell phone. Or, maybe the walkie-talkie.”

      Ruby had countered, “Shut it,” they’d traded a few insults, then grabbed some food. Finally, they portaled out to the casino, went to Morrigan's much fancier office, and summoned another portal to bring Idryll to them. While Ruby was fairly sure that the magic in the gadget would outweigh the technology in it and allow the receiver to function in the kemana, she wasn’t positive. She didn’t feel like this was the right moment to experiment.

      Morrigan got them all bottles of water as Ruby set up the device and powered it on. They sat in a circle around it, her sister behind her desk and her and Idryll in the visitors’ chairs across it, waiting for a sign that the listening devices were working.

      It came almost immediately, the sound of a car door slamming and a man muttering. Ruby pressed record on the cassette portion, and Morrigan observed, “If that’s the best reception you’re going to get, I’d say the only thing you got out of that experience was a good meal.”

      She scowled at her sister. “Give it a minute. It takes a little time to achieve alignment.”

      Idryll asked, “Did you enjoy your date?” The tiger-woman had been teasing her about it since the moment she’d returned.

      “Will you stop? I did not. He’s a scumbag. While I’ve dated scumbags in the past, they were all much more worthy of my attention than that guy.” She snorted. “Truth be told, I probably saved Terri from a very unfortunate encounter.” More sounds that weren’t clear enough to make out came through the speaker until finally, a door closed with a recognizable sound. A voice she recognized, Grentham the dwarf, asked, “So, late night?”

      Jared Trenton gave a deep chuckle. “You have no idea. Let’s talk business first.”

      His partner replied, “We’ve got the final tally from the groups. The gems they stole were worth a bundle. Plus, the ones our people took are going to put us in good shape for a while, even after the boss’ cut.”

      Ruby saw the surprise she felt expressed on the other two faces in the room. Morrigan whispered, “They’re working for someone?”

      She patted the air and hissed, “Shush.”

      Trenton replied, “Good. Very good. Anything left to do there?”

      “Only to get them sold. I wouldn’t be shocked if a bunch of us are reaching out to the same fence, which could cause problems, but we’ll have to wait and see on that one.”

      “We can delay cashing ours out a little if we need to.”

      Grentham responded, “So, now that the important business at hand is covered, you look like the cat that ate the canary. Out with it.”

      Trenton gave another deep chuckle, and arrogance oozed from it. Ruby felt her stomach twist, equal parts disgust, and the desire to put her fist into his face. The men’s conversation evolved into details of the date and the night he thought he’d had afterward. Morrigan observed, “Gross. Okay, is that enough? Can we take this to Alejo?”

      Idryll flexed her hands so her claws extended. “Or is it sufficient proof that we can just kill them now?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, to both of you. We’re not killing them, and unfortunately, this recording is inadmissible in court. We have the pleasure of living in a two-party consent state for recordings.”

      Morrigan frowned. “How the hell do you know that?”

      “It’s one of those things you have to be aware of if you’re building magic technology, so you don’t make something illegal.”

      Her sister persisted, “Regardless, if you sent it to her, she’d be able to watch out for them.”

      Ruby replied, “We’re not going to give her the recording. Although I do think she needs to know. I’ll tell her, masked up, of course. It’s probably time we officially met, anyway.”

      The tenor of the conversation coming through the speaker changed, and they shifted their attention back to it. The dwarf asked, “So, about the rescue operation.”

      “That’s going to be tough. I think we’ll need to bring in more people from out of town, maybe even have some air support.”

      Grentham chuckled. “Yeah, like a dragon.”

      Trenton joined in the laughter. “I was thinking more of a helicopter, swoop in, pull us out of there if we get in trouble.”

      She heard the other man’s frown in his tone. “You’re sure we have to be there personally?”

      “Let me put it this way. If we’re not and the boss finds out, what do you think he’s going to do to us?”

      “Yeah. Good point. Do we know when they’re moving Goryo?”

      The conversation paused abruptly, then the sound of the door opening and a female voice saying, “Your ten o’clock meeting is here.” After that, the feed was more or less useless as the security company owners made a pitch to convince someone to buy their services.

      Morrigan asked again, “Should whatever this rescue thing is go to Alejo?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No. If word gets out that the authorities know, it’ll make everything harder. We’ll take this one ourselves, rely on the element of surprise. But we’re going to need stuff, and we’re going to need help.”

      Her sister clapped her hands together and grinned. “That means a trip to see Margrave. I’m totally coming along.”
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        * * *

      

      Phineas Margrave opened the door as they walked toward the house, then laughed as Morrigan jumped when one of the magical technology robots in the front yard cackled at her. The skeleton waved its arms in a spooky fashion while adding, “Ooooooo,” afterward, as if to mock them. Her sister growled, “It would be impolite to destroy that thing, right?”

      Ruby chuckled. “It definitely would.” When they stepped inside, she dropped the veil that had been concealing Idryll, and Margrave’s smile stretched wider. “I hoped to see you again.”

      Idryll returned the grin. “And I, the same. We didn’t get a chance to talk before since Ruby was busy doing one of her fainting spells.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I do not faint. I pass out, in a decidedly strong and powerful fashion.”

      Morrigan replied, “Sounds like fainting to me.”

      Ruby shrugged the heavy duffel bag hanging from her shoulder to lessen its pull. “Both of you shut up. Margrave, we need your help.”

      He laughed and led them to the basement. “Of course you do. You only show up when you need my help.”

      “A, that’s untrue. B, I’ve been inviting you out to dinner in Magic City since I got back. You’re the one who’s antisocial.”

      He pointed them to chairs at the table and took his at the head. “Guilty as charged. So, what can I do for you?”

      Ruby replied, “More revelations first. I’m sure you’ve heard about the masked figures involved in the stuff at the casinos?”

      “I was sure it had to be you. I take it the other two of them are here with us?”

      She nodded. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep that secret from you for very long. Especially after last time.” She let the illusion of her humanity fall so he could see the pointed ears that marked her as a Mist Elf.

      “That explains a lot. Here I was worried you’d find it challenging getting into the business, not being a magical.”

      “I’m sorry. Really. I wanted to tell you.”

      Margrave shook his head. “No need for apologies between us, ever. I know you had a reason. So, what are we doing here?”

      An hour and a half later, the ensembles were ready. A combination of magic and paint rendered their mismatched gear into intentional-looking costumes rather than the slapdash assortment of pieces they’d been wearing so far. Ruby chose black with an iridescent sheen controlled by a thread of magic. She could reduce it to matte darkness by releasing that thread if she needed concealment. Donning the mask, she willed the idea of a dragon into the magical item, and the kabuki resemblance faded to be replaced by a stylized dragon’s face. “That’ll point some suspicion away from me and toward the witches and wizards, assuming anyone draws any conclusions at all.”

      Margrave, who was a wizard, replied dryly, “Thanks for that. I’ll probably get people knocking on my door.”

      Morrigan, who had met him before and had a solid playful relationship with the man, responded, “No one will imagine it’s you in the suit. You’re old.”

      He placed his hands over his heart. “You wound me. Now put on yours.”

      Morrigan had chosen a different approach. She wasn’t concerned with remaining unnoticed, counting on illusion to conceal her when she needed to hide. Her gear was entirely in reds, oranges, and yellow, and her mask that of a phoenix. Margrave offered, “I could give you fire, or the illusion of it, the same way I did the scales.”

      Her sister shook her head. “If I need it, I’ll do it, but thanks for the offer.”

      The only adjustment that Idryll's costume required was blending the belt to complement her natural fur colors. Her mask was a tiger’s face, appropriately enough. They removed the masks and set them aside. Ruby said, “Our friends from that unnamed government agency are going to put some tech into the masks. I’ll ask if you can take a look at them afterward.”

      Margrave nodded. “Well, if they say no, I’ll wait until you faint again and take a look then.”

      Ruby scowled. “That’s cold. Seriously cold.” Everyone laughed, and she continued, “So, I think we’re going to wind up fighting outside for this next one. It’ll be chaos. What can you do for us?”

      He slid six discs onto the table, reduced in size but otherwise identical to the concealment grenades she’d used before. She lifted one and found it was slightly smaller than her palm and no thicker than her cell phone. She asked, “These still as powerful as they were?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe a five percent reduction. Well worth the tradeoff. Plus, once you’ve stuck them to your belt, the adhesive won’t release unless you yank them directly upward.

      Ruby examined one, wondering how he’d done it. “Nice. You have to share that trick.”

      “Will do. As long as you’re willing to invest some sweat equity in exchange for it. Now that I know you have magic, I have all sorts of things you can assist on.”

      “I am a little busy.”

      He gave a creepy smile and put on the appropriate accent. “Quid pro quo, Clarice.”

      Morrigan laughed. “You’re definitely more Anthony Hopkins than Mads Mikkelsen, I’m sorry to say.”

      “Either way. Smart people, good company to be in. Except for the cannibalism.” He slid over three more discs, almost identical save a thin blue ring. “These are very focused explosives, essentially shaped charges that will create a hole in this shape. They won’t go off unless you strike them with shadow bolts.”

      Morrigan replied, “Wait. If I get hit with shadow bolts, I’ll blow up? Ruby, I think you should carry all three.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You have to prime them first, dummy. Right, Margrave?”

      He nodded. “Same as the concealment ones. Push in on the top to prime it.” Her sister took hers and snapped it onto her belt, still looking a little concerned at the prospect.

      Ruby asked him, “What else you got?”

      “You all are so ungrateful. Well, except for Idryll.”

      He traded a grin with the shapeshifter, who replied, “Someday they’ll learn that manners matter.”

      Margrave continued, “Without knowing exactly what you need, I think these might help.” He opened a cabinet, retrieved a large cylinder, and handed it over.

      The object was thick enough that Ruby’s hand couldn’t close over it and tall enough that it extended a couple of inches above the top and bottom of her fist when she tried. “Heavy. What is it?”

      The techno-wizard replied, “It’s difficult to describe exactly. But the important thing to know is it acts like an EMP. When it goes off, everything electrical in, say, a twenty-foot radius is toast.”

      “Like, it shuts down?”

      He shook his head. “Like it’s fried. Done. Gone. Won’t function anymore. Ever.”

      The fact that such a comparatively small container held so much destructive power amazed her. “So, this works on anything?”

      “Anything that uses electricity or circuits. That includes the stuff I’ve given you, so you don’t want to be in that circle.”

      Morrigan replied, “That sounds dangerous. Maybe the smartest member of our team should carry it.” She reached over to grab the canister, and Ruby snatched it away.

      She patted it and said, “Oh no, this is mine. My precious.”

      Apparently, her Gollum impersonation was on point because both Margrave and Morrigan burst into laughter. Idryll shook her head with a look of exasperation. “You people are ridiculous.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      With the psychic stench of Jared Trenton still clinging to her, Ruby could see only one solution to get rid of it. Fortunately, it was what she wanted to do, anyway. After storing her equipment in her bedroom at her parents’ house, she portaled to Oriceran. She donned her training gear of brown leather pants and a blue and silver tunic, and strapped the dual sword holder to her back, sheathing her practice weapons into it. She stepped through the door to find that it was late afternoon, with children playing and adults congregating outside their houses. The person she relied on most in the world perched on a rock in the clearing that was the village center, waiting for her.

      The crowd spread away to give them room as Keshalla rose and nodded a greeting. “Minari.”

      Ruby gave a deep bow of respect. “Shenai.”

      Her teacher took up a defensive position. “Begin.”

      Ruby raced at her, the other woman’s empty hands signifying they would start unarmed. A second before she arrived, her mentor burst into motion, whipping a fast roundhouse kick at her head. She deflected it and tried to slam bodily into her foe, but her teacher danced nimbly aside. Could be I’m overusing that tactic. Better give it a rest for a while. Ruby blocked a pair of punches and another kick, all thrown in a matter of seconds, then stepped back as if she would disengage. Instead, she pushed off her back foot and threw her fists forward in a double punch to her opponent’s chest.

      Her teacher retreated only far enough to lighten the impact, then swept her arm around and under, going for a wrist lock. Ruby performed an acrobatic flip to the side and yanked her hand away, breaking the grip before it solidified. Keshalla laughed. “Something has you troubled today.” She drew her daggers and beckoned Ruby ahead.

      “Nothing. Just a moment of grossness I’d like to forget.” She pulled her blades from her belt and darted forward. She layered the edges with force magic to ensure they wouldn’t cut and stabbed at her teacher’s stomach. Keshalla blocked, and Ruby launched the other part of the combination, a forehand slice at eye level that curved back in a backhand stab at the ribs. Metal clanged against metal as her opponent intercepted the second blow and snapped out a front kick at Ruby’s solar plexus.

      She backpedaled to avoid it, then threw one of the daggers as a distraction. The move caught her foe by surprise for an instant, and it was enough to let her dart in close again to launch a flurry of jabs and cuts. Her teacher blocked each of them in turn, never in danger but having to work hard to protect herself. Pleasure surged through her at the realization that her skills continued to improve, and she felt the anger and irritation that remained from her fake date with the security company owner burn away.

      Keshalla must have sensed it too because she disengaged and sheathed her knives with a flourish. “Okay, you’re ready. Draw your swords.”

      Ruby complied, twirling the weapons once and reveling in the feel of them in her hands. Again, she coated them with a sheen of force to protect her teacher, although a blow sneaking through was rare enough to be almost no worry at all.

      Keshalla pulled one of her two swords from the scabbard on her back and held it in a diagonal guard. “Are you ready?”

      Ruby nodded. “I am.”

      “Then defend yourself.” Her teacher flowed in with professional concentration on her face and no sense of hesitation in her movements. The blade darted out, and Ruby intercepted it with a downward swipe of her left and countered with her right. A subtle shift of the other woman’s weapon put it in the way of the attack. Ruby pulled back her left sword and tried for a low cut to Keshalla's calf. Her opponent lifted her reinforced boot and blocked it, potentially dangerous against an edged weapon. Ruby assumed her teacher had the very best protection, though, so probably magic and current or ancient technology protected her foot.

      That same boot didn’t set down but snapped out at Ruby’s head. With her arm low from her attack, she had no way to block it, so she dove and rolled to the side, tucking her swords carefully to be sure she didn’t injure herself, then came up in a defensive crouch. Her foe’s blade clanged on hers once, twice, then a third time, setting her up for the change in pattern that happened a moment later. Instead of a fourth identical strike, Keshalla slipped in and slammed the hilt up at Ruby’s face.

      She’d taken one too many hits in the nose in the recent past to be caught off-guard by that particular strike. She threw herself backward, simultaneously kicking up at Keshalla's groin. The blow connected, the hardened surface of her boot meeting something protective in the woman’s armor, but it was still enough to drive the breath from her for an instant.

      Ruby gained her feet and moved to the offensive. Her left sword focused on defense, occasionally stabbing in when the opportunity presented itself. Her right wove in a series of swirling strikes, the motion never ceasing, each deflection sending it along a different vector from which to launch another attack. She’d been practicing the flowing style whenever she could, as it was unique to the paired swords, relying on one of them to maintain the defense. She lost herself in the movements, her body finding the steps and positions perfectly, and pressed her teacher.

      It was all going well until Keshalla caught her in a moment of overconfidence and kicked her foot out from underneath her, dropping her on the ground. The other woman was on top of her in an instant, knees resting on Ruby’s biceps and a dagger held at her throat. “Do you yield?”

      The fact that the knife at her neck was probably magically protected didn’t lessen the instinctive fear of the situation. She squeaked, “I yield,” and her teacher rose, laughing. Keshalla extended a hand to help her up and observed, “You’re getting better. I saw your instincts take over. That’s very good. Against anyone but an expert swordsperson, that should prove a huge advantage.”

      Ruby shook her head. “I hear what you’re saying, but it seems like I let my defenses down because I got too into it.”

      Her mentor sheathed her weapon and motioned for Ruby to do the same. “Certainly. But that, too, will come with practice. And, I think you might still be a little distracted today. What’s on your mind?” She gestured at one of the boulders that decorated the training area, and they crossed the grass to sit on it together.

      Ruby replied with a snort, “You mean besides trying to thwart the evildoers in Ely, and waiting for whatever the next step of the venamisha might be, and hoping I won’t get called in the middle of a fight and die because I’m suddenly rendered unconscious?”

      Keshalla shrugged. “Sure, aside from that.”

      The deadpan delivery made Ruby laugh. “Have you found out any more about the venamisha?”

      “Only a little. The mystics are now completely convinced that the prophecy they thought was about you, is.”

      The revelation hit her like a sledgehammer to the head. To think that a prophecy about you might exist was one thing. To have it more or less confirmed, definitely another. So, here, Ruby, have some more pressure. Enjoy. She told herself to quit whining and said, “I started remembering more about the second venamisha when I got back to Earth. You, or I presume an illusion of you, accused me of betraying our people.”

      Keshalla cocked her head to the side and asked, “Haven’t you?”

      Chills ran through her before she realized that her mentor had shifted into the interrogatory mode she used when teaching. “I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      She remembered the argument she’d spoken inside the mountain, which still seemed valid. “I’m in a situation that requires action right now. If I had my choice, certainly, I would attempt to make Mist Elf priorities as important as human priorities. At the moment I don’t really have that choice.”

      The other woman nodded. “Again, why not?”

      Ruby expelled a small sigh. “I don’t know. Loyalty to my hometown, maybe? I’ve asked myself the same question, and I’m not sure why I feel the need to stand up for Magic City, but I can’t deny that I do. Feel it. That need.” She sighed again. “Now I’m babbling.”

      Keshalla smiled. “You’ve answered your questions. Being the defender of the city allows you to protect both Mist Elves and humans at the same time, as well as everyone else. That commitment is certainly an appropriate choice.”

      “It doesn’t always feel like it, though. What more can I do? How can I succeed in a way that shuts these things down, rather than stretching them out? I’m running around slapping on band-aids instead of fixing the problem.”

      Her teacher lifted an eyebrow. “As always, continue training.” Ruby rolled her eyes in response to the woman’s most frequent advice. “I also have another idea for you. If you’re going to keep doing this for a substantial amount of time, it might be worth making an effort to acquire an artifact weapon.”

      “Shentia and I discussed that.” She’d told her teacher about the Drow tradeswoman in the kemana. “She doesn’t have any to sell.”

      Keshalla laughed. “From what you said, you probably don’t want to owe her that many more favors.”

      Ruby groaned. “Thanks for the reminder. Yeah.”

      “I know where one might be. The mystics and I have examined a prophecy that with the other now fully understood, could refer to you as well. It involves an artifact weapon, specifically an attempt to secure one.”

      “It doesn’t mention whether that effort is successful or not, I’m guessing.”

      Keshalla snorted. “Correct. They never work that way.”

      Ruby reclined on the boulder to look up at the sky with its smattering of wispy clouds. “Let me make one more crazy guess. It’s inside the mountain.”

      “Lower than anyone’s ever been, as far as we know.”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. “I’ll check my calendar. I’m a little busy at the moment, but maybe something will open up in the ‘suicidal quest for something that may or may not exist’ category.”

      Her teacher laughed and gave her a friendly slap on the stomach. “Well, if you decide to do it, know that I will go with you.”

      Shocked, Ruby sat up to see Keshalla's face, to be sure she wasn’t joking. “Really?”

      “Of course. You know you always have my support. Besides, if you’re killed along the way, I get a fancy new artifact sword.” She managed to keep a neutral expression through all of it.

      Ruby scowled. “Your teaching style really needs some work, lady.”

      They laughed, and she departed with a far lighter soul than when she’d arrived. Now, it’s time to recruit some allies.
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      Ruby made it back to Earth in the early evening and decided to see if she could catch the sheriff before she left the office. She imagined the woman probably worked late hours, and if it didn’t pan out, she could always try another day. Her new costume looked fantastic in the mirror, perfect for her official intro to Alejo.

      A portal delivered her to the small-town seat of county government that was home to all its official offices. She’d reconnoitered the area the week before and counted herself lucky to have found the time to do so in her packed schedule. Her arrival alley was a block or so away from the sheriff’s office if she remembered correctly. She launched herself up to the rooftop of the two-story building she’d materialized behind and looked around. Yep. Two blocks.

      She timed the traffic in the streets below and leapt over the spaces between buildings when the risk of discovery was minimal, in case her veil faltered. It would be unlucky if the sheriff lived a significant distance away, but again, if it didn’t work out, she’d try later. The information she wanted to share was useful but not imminently dire. The roof of the sheriff’s office boasted no additional protections, and she peered down over the far side and spotted the woman’s official vehicle. A security camera looked out on the area. She made sure her illusion of invisibility was in place before dropping to the ground and crossing to crouch behind Alejo’s car. She put her hands on the trunk, summoned the same spell she’d used to track the diamonds, and retreated to the roof. She released her veil to conserve her magic and settled in to wait.

      It took a little over an hour before the sheriff emerged and started her drive home. Ruby moved rooftop to rooftop along a parallel avenue, hidden by an illusion. When the professional buildings gave way to a residential area, it forced her to descend to ground level, running on the sidewalk and occasionally in the street to avoid other pedestrians. Still, her magic led her unerringly after her quarry.

      Fortunately, after less than a mile, the trail ended at a block of houses, one of which had the sheriff’s car parked in the driveway. Ruby headed into the back yard and spotted the woman standing inside through sliding glass doors beyond a narrow patio. She had a bottle of beer in one hand and her phone in the other, apparently immersed in scrolling through something on it. Demetrius had identified that number, and she pulled out a burner phone and dialed it.

      The other woman lifted the phone to her ear with a frown. “Alejo.”

      “Don’t panic, but look in your back yard.”

      She turned and obeyed, then said, “A person in a Halloween costume sitting on a swing. Should I be impressed?”

      Ruby laughed. The illusion from the mask distorted her voice so the sheriff wouldn’t recognize it from their previous encounters. “How about you come out and chat? I’ll keep my hands on the ropes. You can bring your gun if you like.” Ruby was fairly confident the other woman’s weapon wouldn’t be loaded with anti-magic bullets, so the force shield an inch away from her skin would protect her from any misunderstandings.

      “That’s asking for a lot of trust.”

      “It took a lot for me to come here. Seems fair you should have to give a little, too.” Alejo sighed and ended the call. Ruby packed the phone away and made sure both her hands were visible on the ropes that held up the swing. It was attached to a sturdy old tree, and she decided she liked the sheriff’s taste in housing. The other woman emerged with a second bottle and offered it. Ruby shook her head. “Can’t drink through the mask, unfortunately.”

      Alejo laughed. “Maybe next time, then. Something I can do for you?”

      “The reverse. I have information for you.”

      The sheriff shrugged. “Beware of strangers bearing gifts, they say. How do I know it’s good?

      Ruby gave a small snort. “Have you seen what I’ve been doing? For my part, I’ve been watching you. You seem like an honest person committed to the actual values of your job. I’m not sure of anyone else in your office and certainly can’t trust Ely PD.”

      Alejo replied, “Maybe you should be talking to the Paranormal Defense Agency?” Ruby stared at her in silence until the sheriff laughed and admitted, “Okay, I agree, those guys are losers. So, what did you want to tell me? No promises to believe you, just so we’re clear.”

      “Fair enough. First, Aces Security was involved with the diamond theft. They might not have been behind it, but they definitely played a role.”

      The other woman frowned. “How do you know?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I’ll probably never be able to answer that question the way you want. Suffice to say that my sources are excellent.”

      “But why? I don’t see the payoff for them.”

      She shrugged. “Chaos works to their advantage, maybe. People tend to seek security and protection when they feel threatened, right?”

      Alejo nodded but didn’t seem convinced. “I’ll look into it.”

      “Be careful who you rely on. I really think they have informants or wiretaps or something on y’all. Yes, I know that sounds paranoid. Trust me on it for the moment. Those guys are playing for keeps.”

      “I hear you. I am capable of being discreet, believe it or not.”

      “Okay, second, there’s a gang out there selling black-market magic items.”

      Alejo tipped the bottle back, finishing it, then set it on the ground beside her. “I’m aware of that one. Seems to be mainly operated out of pawnshops. We’re building a case, although it’s difficult given the large number of them. Could be there is a leak somewhere because they always seem to be more than willing to let us look around their places when we show up unannounced.”

      Ruby pushed off, putting the swing into motion. “Maybe consider looking at Aces for that one, too.”

      The other woman frowned. “Really?”

      “Really. Third, if you have information for me, send it to the email address that I’ll text you when we’re done. Don’t bother trying to trace it. Any attempt will result in its erasure and no more communication between us. And trust me, my infomancer is better than anyone you have access to. No insult intended.”

      She laughed. “None taken. It’s a lucrative field, so we get interns at the start of their classes, at best.” Her expression sobered. “Why should I believe you?”

      Ruby shrugged. “Don’t my actions speak for me?”

      “That’s one side of the argument. The other says you might have another agenda.”

      “Fair. And really, who doesn’t have multiple agendas, right? But we want the same thing: peace in and around Magic City. You put catching me on the bottom of your to-do list, and I’ll keep sharing information with you. Maybe, eventually, you’ll be willing to share some back.”

      Alejo considered it, looking up at the stars now that night had fully fallen. “You’re asking a lot, masked stranger.” Her tone made it seem like she was referring to an old western movie or something. “Still, I don’t have a lot of other people offering to help, and since you’re clearly a magical, what the hell am I going to accomplish against you in my backyard, anyway?” She uncapped the second beer and took a drink. “You should know, the PDA is around, more of them than usual. I’m pretty sure they’re interested in you and your two friends.”

      Ruby grinned and wondered what the dragon mask made that look like. “See? We’re already sharing useful information. Thanks for the warning.” She stood to leave. “Hey, any idea where I can find the Desert Ghosts? I have a question to ask them.”
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      With the information Alejo had provided, it was easy enough for Ruby to find the garage that served as the home to the Desert Ghosts Motorcycle Club. The building lay within a large fenced-in area, but no cameras were in evidence. The structure at one time had been an auto repair shop with six bays. Now, all those were open, and the sound of raucous conversation and celebration came from inside. She opened her senses to the place and detected magical alarms covering the perimeter. That reminds me, I need to lock down the house. I should’ve gotten stuff from Margrave. At least I can throw some spells around as soon as I get back.

      She jumped up and over the defenses on a burst of force magic and landed smoothly on the roof, careful to maintain her illusory invisibility throughout. From there, she was able to make her way carefully down to a high window, fortunately left open for air circulation, and crawl inside. The skeleton of the structure was metal, with steel beams crisscrossing in a grid pattern. She crawled into a corner and crouched to survey the situation.

      Below, magicals of every variety commonly found in Magic City were sitting around on lawn chairs, toolboxes, or on the concrete floor, or wandering around. Everyone had an alcoholic beverage in hand, some simply beer bottles, others with as much as a fifth of liquor in their grip. They appeared to be having a good time, and even the occasional raised voices, pushing, and shoving seemed playful. Men outnumbered women about two to one, but the latter were decidedly not subservient in any way. She sensed respect for them from the men rather than stereotypical condescension, confirming what she knew about the group. It’s not impossible for people to be scumbags and still do a ton of charity work, but I can’t imagine it happens that often.

      She summoned a force shield around herself, then another in front of her, and called, “Hey. Can I talk to you?”

      Suddenly guns were in evidence, and several shots were fired in her direction before a voice shouted an order for them to stop. A dwarf yanked pistols from a few people’s hands, saying, “You’ve had too much to drink. We don’t shoot at shadows. You get these back when you prove yourself capable of using your brain, rather than just damaging it with alcohol.”

      Another dwarf looked up in her direction, and she released the veil and allowed her costume to glitter so he could see her. He asked, “Who are you up there?”

      “A friend, I hope. A friend in need of help.”

      He crossed his arms and growled, “People seeking our assistance usually work through channels. Are you gonna give me a crick in my neck by staying up there, or are you gonna get down here like a civilized uninvited guest?”

      She laughed and jumped down, using force magic to land softly. “I apologize for the strange entry, but obviously I would’ve taken you by surprise, regardless.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, since it’s not Halloween. You one of those people involved in the casino things I heard about on the news?” The rest of the group had sauntered into position behind him and in a semi-circle to either side of her. She chose not to take it as a threat, confident that she could escape if they decided they wanted to mix it up.

      “Yeah, I am. Is that good or bad?”

      The dwarf shrugged. “Near as I can tell, it’s good. So, what do you want?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t share the details. They’d be too dangerous for you to know unless you’re in.”

      He chuckled. “So, we should help you on trust, is it?”

      “You know what I’ve been up to. I know what you all do for the community. It seems like a natural partnership.”

      “If getting our help was that easy, we’d never have any time left to relax.” He gestured at the people surrounding them, who laughed at the crack.

      “Fair point. Are we at an impasse, then?”

      He reached up and scratched his chin under his long beard. The dwarf was handsome, with strong bones, sharp blue eyes, and sandy brown hair. “Know how to ride?”

      “Yeah. I’m adequate.”

      “Have a bike?”

      She shrugged. “Not at the moment, but I could get one if properly motivated.”

      He gave a small nod. “Then you could apply for membership, join us, become a probie.”

      “Probie? That sounds a little intrusive.”

      He laughed. “Probational member. Nothing more.”

      Ruby replied, “What if I’m human under here? I don’t see any around.”

      He shrugged. “We take anyone who can pass the entrance test and are willing to help us with the charity stuff, humans included, although none are part of the group at the moment. We have in the past, but you know, people move in, people move out. The Desert Ghosts continue on.” He lifted his bottle in a toast and took a deep drink.

      She crossed her arms. “This entrance exam, what is it?”

      He grinned. “Hold your own against one of us in a fistfight.”

      “Do I get to pick?” She pointed at a woman to her right, a brunette with some severely impressive makeup. “She’s cute. That could be fun.”

      The joke got her a laugh, but the dwarf shook his head. “Nope, I choose. You game?”

      Ruby nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      He clapped his hands and yelled, “Make a space. Betting by normal rules.” The people moved quickly to clear an area for the bout. Chatter rose and fell as odds were offered, rejected, revised, and rejected again. He informed her, “No magic, no fancy equipment. Ditch the armor.”

      “Your word that I get it back as-is. No touchy.”

      The dwarf laughed. “Freely given.”

      She started to unstrap her armor plates. “And if I lose?”

      “You don’t get to join. You do get to go on your way. Filled with shame at the loss, of course.”

      “Of course. Seems fair.” She finished removing her gear and set it aside in a pile.

      He said, “And the mask.”

      Ruby shook her head. “That would be bad for everyone. Some information you’re better without. Can’t be forced to tell what you don’t know. How about we make faces off-limits instead?”

      He considered it for a second, then replied, “Done.” He raised his voice again and called, “Tymas.”

      The Kilomea who stepped out from the back of the group was easily seven-and-a-half feet tall and muscular like all members of his species, although maybe gone a little soft around the middle. Yeah, probably that rock-hard softness that looks deceptive until you hit it, or it hits you. She laughed. “Y’all don’t play fair, do you?”

      Her opponent punched a fist into an open hand and replied in a gravelly tone, “We’ve seen you in action on the web. Your skills are obvious. Consider it a sign of respect.”

      She snorted. “I’ll try to remember that when someone half again my size is pummeling me.”

      He shrugged. “Clearly you’re brave since you risked dropping in on us. I’m sure you can handle it.”

      “No hard feelings, however it turns out?”

      “None on my side. Start when you’re ready.”

      It had been a while since Ruby had been in a standup fistfight with anyone other than Keshalla, and they didn’t spar unarmed all that often. She circled with the bigger man, feinting to try to draw him out. He bit the first time, and she grinned behind her mask. When she tried it again, he was wise to her tricks. He stepped toward her instead of flinching away and forced her to scuttle backward to the laughter of the surrounding crowd. They started to yell suggestions, mainly telling the Kilomea to smash her, although a few higher voices suggested she should kick him in uncomfortable places or gouge his eyes out.

      He grinned, and she did too. No matter what else happened, she couldn’t deny that she liked the members of the group she’d met so far. All right, let’s do this. She skipped in fast, delivering a pair of punches to his stomach. They landed, but as she’d thought, his gut was rock-solid, like punching a huge sack of sand that was ready to burst. He threw a looping cross with his right hand that she ducked to avoid but only managed a partial block on the left jab to her ribs. It connected hard enough to hurt and sent her skipping back out of range.

      Her biggest concern wasn’t how to beat him. She knew a zillion ways to manage that. It was how to do so in a way that wouldn’t permanently damage him or somehow offend the rest of the group. The situation took a lot of her options off the table. In a fight to the death, she’d be working to break his joints or aiming kill strikes to the throat. None of that was useful at the moment.

      Her musings came to an abrupt end as he rushed forward with a shout that startled her, as he’d doubtless intended it to. She flinched but was ready when he arrived. He slammed into her and tried for a bear hug. She fell backward and grabbed his shirt, then tumbled him over the top of her in her best Captain Kirk impersonation. He crashed to the ground behind her, scattering onlookers who had gotten too close. She made it back to her feet and darted away before he could recover. The crowd cheered, urging them both on. He rose with a smile. “You’ve got a little fight in you. I like that.”

      She recognized the quote and laughed. “I’m a dragon, not Batman, but well said.”

      He charged her again, this time more warily, and unexpectedly snapped a foot at her midsection. Big mistake, buddy. She grabbed the leg and pulled up on it, intending to flip him over. It came as a complete shock when he used it as a lever to throw a roundhouse kick at the side of her head. Forced to release him or take the blow, she dove out of the way and watched him finish the flip with a nimble landing. “Capoeira, are you kidding?”

      He laughed. “No one ever expects it.”

      She nodded and made sure her tone was respectful as she replied, “It’s rare to see that much acrobatic skill in someone so large.”

      “I can’t help it if I’m the biggest and strongest. I don’t even work out.”

      She shook her head with a wide grin. “Now the Princess Bride? I definitely need to beat the tar out of you so I can join your unexpectedly cool group.”

      That resulted in laughter all around, and he beckoned her in. Sorry, buddy. I’ll do my best not to make it too painful. He came to meet her, and this time she didn’t try to evade the encounter. At the last moment, she darted to her left and torqued a punch in at his solar plexus. It struck, and his breath rushed out. That was only the first part. She chambered her near leg and kicked at the back of his knee, dropping him onto it. With him at her level, it was easy enough to deliver an elbow to the back of his head to daze him, then dart back out of the way. He got to his feet with a frown, wobbling a little. She asked, “Done?”

      He growled and charged at her to the delight of the onlookers. She made it look like she would try for the flip again but instead stepped out to the opposite side and did a full heel sweep, cutting his legs out from under him. He landed hard on his back, this time definitely dazed, and she leapt into the air and stomped her feet down inches away from the sides of his head, demonstrating that she could have finished him. The dwarf yelled, “All right, I think we can call this done.” The crowd cheered and whined, depending on their choices, as bets were paid out.

      She extended a hand to the Kilomea and helped, with the dwarf’s assistance, to pull him back to his feet. They shared a handshake, then her opponent patted her on the head and went to find something to drink. The dwarf said, “Call me Prex. Now, what do you need?”

      Ruby replied, “Some scumbags are planning to break another scumbag out of police transport. My friends and I are going to stop them. I need you to help us get there.”

      He laughed. “Buzzing a police convoy? We’re totally down with that.” He dug into his pocket and pulled out a token, a little bigger than a silver dollar. It was black, metal, and had the organization’s logo on it. On the flip side, it had the letter “P” and a number. “Welcome to the group, probie twenty-three. You know how to get in touch with us when the time comes.” He gestured at their surroundings. “Someone is always here, and the rest usually no more than a quarter-hour away.”

      She nodded. “You sure?”

      The dwarf grinned. “Of course. You’re on the road to being a full member of the Desert Ghosts. That means you’ve got our backs, and we’ve got yours.”
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      Ruby was excited when Diana showed up to portal them to the ARES base. The other woman radiated confidence, a capability, maybe, that called up similar feelings in her. I suppose that’s what good leaders do.

      She took them straight to the lab where Kayleigh was waiting. Ruby, Idryll, and Morrigan turned over their masks, and the tech worked quickly, installing pieces in them. The blonde woman said, “I researched to be sure this wouldn’t interfere with the magic. You’re all set.”

      They were distracted from watching her work by Rath’s arrival. The troll carried a metal cylinder. He handed it to Morrigan, who took it with a confused expression. “What is this?”

      Rath replied, “Failsafe. Protection from falling. Like Batman. Can be used as a weapon.”

      Her sister turned it over in her hands. It appeared as if it wrapped around the forearm and had a tube on the top with a pointed arrow sticking out. “Is this because I’m an archer?”

      He nodded with a wide grin. “Exactly. Me, throwing knives. You, arrows. This is perfect for both of us.”

      She held it up, examining it closer and sighting along the barrel. “This is pretty cool, but I wouldn’t want to take your stuff, my friend.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “He asked me to make that one specifically for you. It’s a little different than his. It has a magnetic option and a line to connect to your belt to help you keep latched on. The cable that trails behind the projectile can be difficult to grip easily.”

      Morrigan looked moved at the gift. “Thank you, Rath.”

      The troll nodded, continuing to grin, and her sister ruffled his hair. To judge by the sparkle in his eyes, he approved. Kayleigh shook her head. “Okay. Everything’s installed. The technology I’ve put in responds either to magic commands or voice commands. You’ll figure it out. First off, you have three comms that will stay connected to one another at all times. In addition, each mask has an encrypted location-disguised cellular connection. You can use it to reach anyone you would normally talk to on a cell phone, without worrying about someone triangulating your position.”

      Idryll whispered, “Is that impressive? It sounds impressive.”

      Ruby replied, “Yes. Shut up.”

      The tech continued, “The eyepieces will provide thermal imaging on command and also display traces of power flow. Most electrical lines are a little lossy, at least enough that the sensor can detect them.” She reached into a small box on the table, withdrew a memory stick, and handed it to Ruby. “This allows someone with a computer and a connection to your comms to feed a data overlay to the lenses. It’ll only show around the outsides. The center area will always stay clear.”

      She took it and thanked the other woman. “You’re amazing.”

      Kayleigh laughed. “I know.”

      Diana groaned from her position at the side of the room, where she’d been leaning back against another of the high worktables. “And humble, too.”

      The tech shook her head. “Would you believe I had to share a house with grumpy puss there for an extended period? You can’t imagine what real pain is like until you’ve had to live with her.”

      Diana scowled. “Shut it, wench.” She led them back to the same lounge area they’d been in before, where Rath was seated at a table with a large narrow-nosed dog sitting next to him. Their host laughed. “Ruby, I think you know Max already. Idryll, Morrigan, that’s Max, Rath’s partner.”

      Idryll extended a hand for the canine to sniff, and he seemed disinterested. Morrigan received far more attention, including the dog pushing his nose under her palm so she would pet him. While they interacted with the troll and his buddy, Diana drew her aside. “Do you need some help? I can loan you some good people if you have something big going on.”

      Ruby thought about it for a second, then shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t think it’s necessary right now. I’d rather keep y’all as a surprise for when it’s essential.”

      The agent nodded. “I understand that. Makes perfect sense. Remember, we’re only a comm call away, and we can be moving in pretty short order.”

      “Believe me, if things get bad, I’ll call.”

      Diana grinned. “See that you do.”
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      Their next stop was at Shentia's shop in the kemana. The woman immediately took them into the back room, and Morrigan and Idryll fanned out to look at the items she had on display. The wares always reflected more turnover than one would expect, so there was usually something new to see. Shentia handed over potions for the shapeshifter, which the Drow had assured her would be more effective for the shapeshifter than anything Ruby had or knew how to make. She trusted Shentia and hoped that she wasn’t making a mistake to do so. Drawing her aside, she asked, “What do you know about artifact weapons?”

      Shentia chuckled. “Quite a lot, but nothing particularly useful. They are always powerful, sometimes sentient, and incredibly hard to come by. I’m pretty sure Nylotte’s friends have been collecting artifacts of all types to keep them out of the hands of those who would use them for bad purposes.”

      “There are other kinds of artifacts?”

      Shentia nodded. “Artifact weapons are only one vessel for power and were created by many practitioners. The half-Atlantean Rhazdon, some time ago, imbued an assortment of items with powerful magic. They’re named after him. Well, her, since she was later revealed to be female. Rhazdon was complicated.”

      “Like, what kind of power?”

      “Those who possess Rhazdon artifacts have been said to acquire strong powers in shadow magic, as well as the ability to summon shadow tentacles at will.”

      Ruby shook her head. “That’s frightening, to say the least.” Tentacles were for anime and calamari, and nothing more, in her opinion. “Anything else I should know about them?”

      “The only way to remove an artifact from its host is by death. Then it will seek a new host, immediately.”

      “Like, it’s alive?”

      “Sentient, but with the power to influence minds, even when not part of a corporeal being.”

      She was now firmly against the notion of ever encountering one. “Yikes.”

      The other woman laughed and nodded. “Yikes, indeed.”

      “So, if I see one, run in the other direction, fast?”

      “You got it.” The Drow gave her a thin smile. “By the way, I have a little errand I need taken care of. It would be a chance for you to pay back one of the favors you owe me.”

      Dammit. Lousy timing. “Can it wait a few days?”

      The other woman shrugged. “Yes, easily.”

      “Then I’m in.” Assuming I survive until then. And that I don’t get called to Oriceran for another venamisha. And don’t die seeking the artifact weapon with Keshalla. Dang, there’s a lot of potential death in my future. She shook her head and called, “Okay, looky-loos. Time we were going. Things to do, people to see.”
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      She parted ways with the others and portaled back to the house on the surface. She popped into Demetrius’s room and sat on his lap, giving him a deep kiss. When she broke the lip lock, he laughed and asked, “Okay, what do you want?”

      She grinned. “Couldn’t I just be here to see you?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. You radiate being in the middle of something.”

      “Guilty as charged.” She pulled the memory stick out of a pocket and handed it over. “Three things, this is the first. Having that program on your computer will let you feed visual information to me and also talk to me without giving away either of our locations.”

      He nodded. “Cool. Maybe I can learn something from the code, too. What’s the second thing?”

      “I’ve been keeping secrets.”

      He ran his fingernails along her denim-covered legs. “Doesn’t take a genius to figure that one out.”

      She shifted position to make sure she was looking right into his eyes. “Do you want to know the truth? I have to warn you. There’s danger. I won’t be offended if you say no, although if you continue to help me, you’re going to guess it anyway. Either way, I’m trusting you to keep it secret, even if you get mad at me at some point or something.”

      He snorted. “You haven’t been in many grown-up relationships, have you?”

      “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”

      He replied with a small laugh, “More evidence to prove my theory. Yes, I want to know, and no, you don’t have to worry about me betraying you if we aren’t romantically involved anymore.”

      She nodded and let her illusion fall. He reached up and traced her pointed ear with a finger, and she had to focus not to shudder under his touch. “Why?”

      She shrugged. “Long story. My parents made me do it. Someday I’ll explain the whole thing, but we don’t have time.”

      “Why not?”

      “That’s item three. There’s going to be an attack on a police convoy at some point in the next twenty hours or so, and I need your help to mess it up.”

      He asked, “Ely PD?”

      “Could be county, I suppose, but I’m betting on Ely. His name is Goryo.”

      “Okay. They’re not particularly secure. Let’s take a look.”

      She climbed off his lap so he could use his equipment, and several minutes later, an image popped onto the screen. She exclaimed, “Holy yikes. It’s that guy.” The pieces fell into position and finished the jigsaw puzzle that confirmed Aces’ involvement. It was good to have her suspicions validated, even though it meant that the security company was more heinous than she’d believed. “That guy sucks.”

      Demetrius frowned. “He’s the guy from the Kraken?” She nodded. “Since you know him, you were involved. One of the costumes. Not someone who hangs out watching on the cameras.” She confirmed it with another nod. “Cool. Should this information go to the authorities?”

      She shook her head. “They’re not up to the task. The enemy will doubtless bring magicals. It makes more sense to try to blow up the rescue attempt than cancel the convoy if we’re thinking big picture.” She sighed, not enjoying having to make choices that affected others’ safety. “Okay, can you find out exactly when the transport is going to happen?”

      He nodded and hit some keys for half a minute. “Six hours. They leave at dusk.”

      “Well, that’s good news and bad news, I guess. On the negative side, the darkness will make it a bit harder to fight, although some new toys I got should even things out.”

      He chuckled. “And the good?”

      She flopped onto her back on the bed and spread her arms wide. “We have a couple of hours to kill before I have to gear up. Get over here, gorgeous.”
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      Ruby’s bedroom was crowded as she, Morrigan, and Idryll strapped on equipment for their attempt to thwart the attack on the convoy. She asked, “Tell me again why you’re not getting dressed in your bedroom?”

      Morrigan rolled her eyes. “You know Mom and Dad walk into my room without warning all the time. You at least get a knock.”

      “Still?”

      “Forever, apparently. I didn’t realize being the youngest earned me that particular privilege.”

      Ruby snorted. “Well, you’ve always had a lot more freedom than Dralen or me, so maybe that’s fair.”

      Her sister put her hands on her hips and stared. “You look different.”

      Idryll added, “You smell like Demetrius.”

      That was a lie since Ruby had showered carefully before portaling to the kemana. “Your point?”

      Morrigan grinned. “So, it’s true. You and Demetrius are, you know.”

      Ruby covered her face with a hand and shook her head. “Really? Now?”

      Her sister laughed. “If not now, when? You tramp.” She banged her arm on one of Ruby’s bedposts as she pulled on her vest. “Ow. Damn. You’re right. We need, like, a Batcave. Dragon cave. Okay, dragon and phoenix cave.”

      She snorted. “And tiger. We’re starting to sound like a Chinese restaurant dinner menu. Frankly, I could go for a Dragon and Phoenix platter right about now.”

      Idryll sighed. “You’re both idiots. Perhaps insanity runs in the family?”

      Ruby checked the clock on her dresser, powered by magic in the kemana, and saw that time was running out. “Okay, enough jokes. Let’s finish getting ready.” She secured her final armor plate, twisted it to make sure it was seated properly on her forearm, and shook her wrists to set the magical shield bracelets into their correct position. A single sword rode on her back, two daggers at her belt, and a pair of throwing knives in her boots.

      In addition, she had illusion and shield pendants, Margrave’s toys, and her lightning grenades. Her pistol was loaded with anti-magic rounds, and she’d slotted two spare magazines into pouches in her vest. It was her hope they’d be able to swoop in, disrupt the attack, and fade without fully engaging whatever enemies were attempting to interfere with the prisoner transport. Of course, hope and reality rarely ride together.

      She pulled on the mask and willed it into its dragon image. “How do I look?” The tiger and phoenix staring back at her nodded approval. “We’re quite a bunch.”

      Morrigan replied, “Well, all I can say is, it feels good to be doing something rather than watching from the sidelines.”

      Idryll countered, “Oh, a sleepy night by the fire might have been nice.”

      Ruby laughed. “First, you like to fight more than anyone I’ve ever met. Second, you know where the door is anytime you want to go.”

      The tiger-woman shook her head. “Sadly, I’m stuck with you, forever I guess.” She brightened. “Or until you die. My species lives for a very long time. So perhaps I will be free again at some point.” Her delivery was almost good enough to hide the sarcastic edge.

      Ruby sighed and opened a portal to a neutral location, in this case, the garage across the street from the house she shared with her roommates. Once in the building, they cast illusions to vanish their costumes and make themselves resemble—well, more or less themselves. The illusion she placed on Idryll made her look like the woman she’d gone dancing with, dressed in jeans and a leather jacket. Morrigan appeared to be a generic youngish Mist Elf. Ruby accentuated her natural Mist Elf looks enough that no one would notice the resemblance to her human form. She flipped the probie token over in her hand. “Okay. Here we go.”

      She opened another portal connecting the garage and the area inside the fence at the Desert Ghosts’ compound. Their arrival set off an alarm, and several people came out to investigate. She held up the coin and addressed the dwarf who’d given it to her. “The police are on the move in a half-hour. You told me y’all could be on the road fifteen minutes after you got the call, so now’s your chance to prove it.”

      He grinned. “Okay, Dragon Lady, you’re on. Who are your friends, and where’s your bike?”

      “They’re the same ones you’ve seen me with before.”

      His eyes widened as he realized what she meant, and he nodded. “Then they’re welcome as your guests, of course.”

      “As to the other thing, today we need a ride. We’re going somewhere we don’t want to be spotted too early, and a trio of motorcycles driving on their own and wrecking for no apparent reason would be pretty noticeable.”

      He laughed. “Okay, I see what you’re up to. The other elf can cruise with me. The human with Diriel, the gnome over there. Tymas will want to carry you.”

      Ruby shrugged. “You’re the boss. Let’s get moving. We need to do the flyby fairly early along their path, so we’re in place before anything happens.”

      He made good on his time commitment. With five minutes left before the police were ready to pull out, according to the data Demetrius was feeding onto the lenses of her techno-magical mask, they exited the compound and headed for the highway. The dwarf led the procession on a Harley Forty-Eight in a deep shade of purple. The gnome carrying Idryll piloted a black and red Indian Chieftain Elite, a model she’d never before seen in person, only lusted after online. The Kilomea was on the biggest motorcycle of them all, a Kawasaki Vulcan 900 classic in black and silver. She perched behind him, her hands gripping the back of the seat. The riders clearly enjoyed being on their vehicles, gunning the engines, making lots of noise, and sharing a lot of gestures and smiles as they rode.

      She muttered, “Connect Demetrius.” A second later, the sound of the comm connection pinged in her ear. “Tree?”

      He replied, “I’m with you.” They’d agreed not to use names in case the ARES agents were wrong and the signal could be intercepted. Better not to leave evidence behind.

      “Status?”

      “Convoy’s pulling out now. Heading as expected.” The infomancer had planned to hack into traffic cameras and any other sensors he could find that would give him a view of the police path. “The idiots have a drone up, right over top of the vehicles.”

      She shook her head. Plus side, he’d have an even better perspective on the situation. Negative side, the morons were announcing their presence to anyone who might be watching. “Interception point still seem viable?”

      “Yeah, looks good. Tell me when you pass reference one, and I’ll let you know for sure.”

      A moment later, she said, “Mark.” A wireframe image appeared on her display, showing their location as a large block and the police convoy as a series of different-sized circles. They were exactly in the position they wanted.

      “Everything is as it should be.”

      “Okay. Disconnecting. Call if you need to, otherwise just feed stuff to me.”

      In the instant before she turned it off, Demetrius said, “Be careful.”

      Heh. There might actually be something real between us. How about that? She smothered the grin and focused on the business at hand. “You guys saw?”

      Idryll replied, “Yep.”

      Morrigan asked, “Stick with the plan? I’m on the back one, Idryll on the middle, you on the first?”

      “Yeah. It gets one of us into the position as quickly as possible. I wanted that to be me, but Prex decided differently.”

      Her sister laughed. “He’s only just met me, and he likes me better.”

      “Shut it. Focus. Here we go.”

      The back end of the convoy had come into view. Based on Demetrius’s diagram, the vehicles’ arrangement was symmetrical. Two motorcycles trailing, a trio of police cars in front of them, three armored car-style prisoner transports in the middle, then three more police cars and another pair of motorcycles at the front. They weren’t running with lights or sirens, and maybe Demetrius was being a little harsh in criticizing them about the drone, which wasn’t particularly visible against the night sky.

      She sent a pulse of magic to the receiver. It switched to a thermal overlay, and she spotted the aircraft easily, right over the middle of the formation. Or maybe he wasn’t. She shifted back to normal view. “Camouflage.” Before they got near enough to the convoy to be seen, Morrigan cast a veil around herself, and Ruby did the same for her and Idryll. The transition would be a little difficult since they couldn’t use force blasts to throw them into the air for fear of knocking the motorcycles over. Their drivers would get as close as they could to the side, and they’d each have to rely on their skills to make the switch to the transports.

      She had no worries about Idryll. The tiger-woman was agile enough that it would be easy for her. She trusted Morrigan and was grateful for the new toy she had strapped to her forearm as a failsafe. Diana had explained that Rath used the device as a last-ditch defense against falling in case of trouble with his flight suit. Her sister could certainly depend on it for the same purpose. Worst case, she could let herself fall and protect herself with force magic.

      Ruby was frankly most concerned about her jump. She wasn’t the most agile person on the planet, and she didn’t have any kind of safety net other than a force bubble. She did have communication with Prex, so if she missed and had to ditch, she could get picked up again. However, it would be both counterproductive and exceedingly embarrassing. The bikers pulled up alongside the police and gunned their engines. It doubtless irritated the members of law enforcement, which was at least part of the reason the Desert Ghosts existed, as near as she could tell. They sped up to pass, and she saw the faintest ripple ahead. Morrigan reported, “I’m up.”

      A few moments later, as they overtook the middle one, Idryll said, “Made it.” She sounded bored.

      Ruby shook her head and stood on the seat of the bike, shouting, “Keep it steady.”

      The Kilomea laughed. “Perfect time for revenge.”

      “Not cool, Tymas, not cool.” She jumped and grabbed the upper edge of the transport. Her hand slipped, and she hung there for a moment, flashing back to the mountainside on the way to the second venamisha, then pulled herself up. She paused to survey her surroundings. She was on top of a big truck, going sixty or so miles per hour on a highway in the middle of a desert, more or less. Her laughter was carried away by the wind. “Okay. This is freaking awesome.”

      The others joined in the amusement, and Morrigan replied, “Right?”

      Ruby activated the connection to Prex. “Thanks to you all. Once this is done, I’ll be over for a real ride.”

      He chuckled. “You better, probie. The club has expectations for its members. We’ll still be out riding for a while, so if you need anything, give us a yell.”

      “Will do.”

      “Good hunting.”

      Oh, yeah. Count on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby ordered, “Thermal check.” She peered down at the vehicle beneath her and saw the heat blobs of three seated people on each side, with one standing on each end. Presumably two guards and six inmates. Dammit. It was too much to expect that the guy they were after would be alone in the first truck, but she’d still held out a little hope for that result.

      Idryll said, “Two on each side, two on each end.”

      Morrigan added, “Two and three, plus two standing.”

      Ruby sighed. “Well, no one said it’d be easy, right? Guess we wait. Morrigan, monitor the back. Idryll, you’ve got eyes on the sky. I’ll keep watch forward. Veils stay up. The drone is probably still feeding visuals.”

      At her mention of it, a whirr came from above as the drone’s fans sped up. A line of text popped into her display reading, “Look out ahead.” Ruby switched to thermal again to find the remotely piloted aircraft. Beyond it, heat signals were in motion. She could barely make out a tractor-trailer shape on the bridge above and people piling out of one end.

      She had enough time to shout, “Watch out,” before fireballs flew at the police cars trailing the convoy. Ruby threw up force magic and presumed Morrigan would too, but their defenses couldn’t catch them all. The flaming spheres slammed into the three cars and exploded. She ducked instinctively as her truck whipped under the bridge and thumps vibrated through it as four people landed on the front of the roof. She said, “Contact,” and hurled a wide band of force at the new arrivals, hoping to sweep them right off the vehicle.

      They were good. She had to give them that. The three facing in her direction noticed it coming and summoned magical defenses to block it. The one launching flaming darts at the police cars in front of their armored transport didn’t fare as well and was thrown forward off the roof. She couldn’t tell anything about the remaining trio other than they appeared to be wearing identical black fatigues and body armor and wielding wands in gloved hands.

      She dodged shadow bolts, which called to mind the artifacts Shentia had mentioned, then had to drop flat on the roof to avoid a sheet of flame that surged toward her at waist level. Electricity reached out for her and bit along the force shield that covered her skin, sending minor pains through her limbs but not damaging her. She countered with her lightning, angling it up in a spread to encompass all three of them, but they summoned shields and deflected or absorbed her attack. “Well, this is quite the standoff we have here,” she shouted as she pushed herself back to her feet.

      None of them replied, only continued to try to kill her. Fine, be that way. She charged the nearest, summoning a wall of force to protect herself from the other two and a buckler of the same magic to absorb his attacks. She presumed it was a man, based on his size and the way he stood, but it was impossible to be sure, given the body armor hiding the figure and the balaclava concealing the face.

      Man or woman, the other person wasn’t a fighter. He panicked as she got close, hands fluttering aimlessly in defense as she delivered a front kick to his chest and followed it with a back spinning hook kick that caught him on the side of his head and sent him off the truck. She saw him bounce on the highway once. Then he was gone, lost in the wake of the convoy that was still driving at top speed.

      She turned to go after the other two, and they attacked simultaneously, both aiming for the same spot on her shield. The impact knocked her backward, and she discovered she was closer to the side than she realized as she fell, shouting in alarm. Her arm snapped out reflexively, barely grabbing the edge with her fingertips, and her vision filled with images of her falling to the pavement below and bouncing as the man had.
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        * * *

      

      When the quartet of enemies landed on the roof of her transport, Idryll surged immediately into motion. Still covered by the veil, she was able to punch the first one in the face before they realized she was there. Her claws scraped ineffectively against body armor with the follow-up strike, so she spun and kicked a heel out at him, sending him off the front of the truck. The sound of glass breaking signaled that he might not be fully out of the fight.

      Now visible, she had to make a short jump to avoid the blast of lightning that sought her feet, then fell and rolled as a fireball passed over her head. She didn’t trust large jumps and wasn’t willing to risk big motions or getting too close to the edge, which limited her options. She moved toward the nearest, someone whose diminutive stature suggested they might be a dwarf, and bobbed and weaved to evade the shadow bolts he sent at her. He snarled, “Stay still,” and shifted his attack, sending a huge wall of force from his palms into her body. It knocked her backward, but only a little.

      The magic deflector she wore on the chain around her neck creaked as it absorbed most of the spell. She snapped out a kick at him. He dodged aside and tried another force blast. Instead of trying to evade it, she trusted in the defense the agency had provided and surged forward. The protective gem cracked with a loud snap as she drove through the force magic. Then she was on the dwarf, crouching low and kicking his legs out from under him, slashing her claws at his face. Blood spurted as she connected, and she kicked him off the side as he covered his wounds with his hands and howled in pain.

      Sizzling lightning struck her from behind, and she forced muscles that wanted to disobey into motion. She grabbed at her belt, where Margrave’s discs lay, and ripped one off and threw it. She jumped into the mist, aiming for where an enemy had been. It got her out of the stream of electricity, but no opponent was there to stop her flight. She landed a foot before the edge of the vehicle, windmilling her arms to avoid falling off. She tumbled backward into a somersault and rolled up to her feet, whirling blindly with extended claws to clear the area around her.

      Her enemies dodged and ducked, moving away to positions on opposite corners of the roof. The third one crawled up from where he’d fallen onto the vehicle’s windshield and pulled out a gun. Idryll raced for the closest, taking a burn to her arm from a dodge that didn’t fully get her out of the way. She grabbed the magical and yanked him into position between her and the pistol. Bullets struck his back, and he stiffened, howling in pain.

      She muttered, “You’re wearing armor. That didn’t hurt. Don’t be a wimp.” Then she smiled, and her opponent’s eyes widened in fear. “These will, though.” She slashed his wrists with her claws, shredding them, then chambered both arms and delivered a straight punch to his chest with both fists, sending him stumbling back toward the man with the gun. The one with the bleeding wrists went over the side, and the other collected himself and pointed the pistol at her again.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan already had an arrow in her hand when the men landed on her truck, having seen them drop onto the two in front of her. The first to appear was the first one off, as her bladed arrow took him in the knee and he crumpled in the wrong direction, going over the side. She winced at the sight but drew again, sending a projectile tipped with force magic at the next. He waved his wand and deflected the threat up and away, then fired at her.

      She dove ahead into a roll to avoid his shadow bolts and came up with the collapsing bow in one hand and a dagger in the other. She ran forward and shoved the baton that had been the bow into its holder and drew the dagger’s twin, weaving to evade the magical attacks the others sent her way. Bolts of lightning crashed into her despite her best efforts, and her magic deflector creaked under the assault.

      Her foes had spread apart, and she went for the nearest, who happened to be the source of the electrical attack. She stabbed forward with one dagger, and he blocked it with a force shield. She stabbed forward with the other, and he repeated the defense. He didn’t manage to stop her kick, though, which slammed into his crotch. The way he crumpled suggested that despite the armor, her foe was a male who was now very unhappy.

      She turned and dropped to the truck’s roof as fire washed over the top of her, consuming the remaining charges of her deflector. She bounced up and danced toward the one who’d sent it, then spun and hurled her dagger at the other. He batted it away with a force blast, but it was enough to distract him from the attack he had been about to send.

      Morrigan reached out with force magic and pulled the weapon back before it could fall away, directing it like a missile at the one closest to her. When he reacted to block it, she punched him in the throat, and he fell. She snagged the blade with her magic again and brought the dagger to her hand. A cry from farther forward in the column of vehicles caught her attention, and she spun to see Ruby go over the side of her truck. Without conscious thought, she grabbed the bow and had an arrow fitted an instant after the click that signaled the line snapping into place. She loosed it, and electricity covered the two men threatening her sister a couple of seconds later.

      In the interim, the helicopter she’d heard in the distance swooped in, and someone fired out the open door with an automatic rifle. It was a consumer-grade craft, but a decent one with a cargo area in the back that held the gunman. She tucked away her bow, called up a force shield to protect her from the hail of bullets, and launched herself on a rocket of force magic in a straight line toward the aircraft above.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby pulled herself up over the side of the armored car, groaning with the effort as the wind tried to peel away her grip. She’d coated her hands in force magic to protect them from the discharge of Morrigan's arrow, but fortunately, the magicals on the roof of the truck hadn’t been quite as quick. They must’ve had some shielding going on since they were still conscious, but her sister had bought her the precious seconds she needed.

      The close call solidified her resolve, overcoming whatever reticence she’d had about eliminating the people who were trying to kill her. She sent a wave of force at them with her left hand to occupy their attention and drew the pistol with her right. She pulled the trigger twice at the one on that side, then shifted aim and dispatched two more rounds at the one on the left. The first was taken completely by surprise and pitched over the side of the moving vehicle without a word.

      The second dove out of the way and cried out as a bullet grazed him. She holstered the weapon, not positive she was good enough to hit a moving target under these circumstances and closed with him. He slashed his wand toward her, trailing a line of fire, and she stopped his wrist with her left hand, jerked it forward, and slammed her right palm into his locked-out elbow joint, snapping it with a crack audible even over the noise of the road. Her foe screamed and screamed again as she yanked on the arm and threw him off the side of the truck. Bullets clanged around her, and she crouched under a force dome, searching for the source. She spotted the helicopter a couple of cars back and noted the figure hurtling through the air toward it.

      Good luck, sister. She turned her attention to the road ahead, readying for more trouble. The officers on their motorcycles leading the way had gained distance on the trailing transports, and the cars in front continued forward without a problem. She looked down again and activated the thermal sensor. The interior of the car was the same, three on each side, one on each end. She’d feared the prisoners would make some kind of move and was pleased to see it hadn’t happened.

      Yet. This is far from over. She shifted her attention from the road in front of her to the fights behind her, fingering the canister with the EMP grenade on her belt. The right throw could potentially take out all three transports, but it would wreck their equipment as well. That’s definitely a last resort. Come on, fate, give us a break here.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll faced off against her two remaining opponents. The magical on her left was pointing a gun at her, ready to fire. The other slashed her wand in a diagonal line, and a sheet of flame followed its path, racing toward Idryll. She couldn’t trust the agility in this form, no matter how good it was, to handle dodging both on top of a moving vehicle. Her body changed as she leapt, powerful tiger legs driving her up and over the oncoming wall of fire, in the direction of the one with the pistol. He fired convulsively, sending bullets at her as fast as the weapon would cycle. Several sizzled along her sides, but none plunged into her. She smashed into him and knocked him flying off the roof of the truck.

      She scrambled sideways immediately, dodging a ball of fire that slammed into the spot where she’d been. If my enemy had survived, that would’ve incinerated him. No loyalty among criminals here. Her foe continued to throw magic at her, but Idryll smelled her fear, could almost sense what she was going to do before she did it by how her body twitched. She prowled closer, carefully stepping out of the path of attacks with no alarm, no panic. The other woman grew paler and paler as she neared, and when she was finally within claw’s reach, her foe leapt away, jumping into the darkness rather than face her.

      Idryll laughed until a bullet lodged itself in the meaty part of her right flank. She turned with a growl to see that Morrigan was no longer on the third transport and that a pair of enemies still were. One of them was doing something at the back of the vehicle. At the same time, the other fired a rifle indiscriminately at her, the motion of the two trucks making any sort of aimed attack, magical or mundane, unpredictable at best.

      With a growl, she launched herself into the air, easily clearing the distance between the transports. She landed on the hood and windshield, then scrambled up to the roof. Her new opponent, who had panicked at the sight of her leaping toward him, was covered in a glimmering sheen of magic, something that looked like a combination of force and ice. Large blades appeared in his hands, again magical, likely the same substance. She imagined that if they hit, they would cut as effectively as metal, if not better.

      Idryll slowly circled as he turned to keep her in front of him, and she swiped at the one in the back in passing. He dropped over the edge to avoid it, but she was fairly sure he wasn’t gone, only out of sight. I wonder if that means their target is in this truck. She spoke into the mask that was still on her face, its elastic strap keeping it in place when she changed form, the same way the extensions built into her belt allowed it to stay on whether she had two feet or four. “One of them is trying to open the rear door.”

      Ruby replied, “Dissuade him.”

      She growled, “A little busy right now.”

      “Well, Morrigan is too, and I’m not going to come back there. I need to keep an eye out for anything that might lie ahead. So, you know, do what you can. I believe in you.”

      The mix of compliment and sarcasm made her laugh. “You’ll pay for that.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Anytime, kitty cat. Be careful.”

      Idryll killed her microphone and roared, the power of the sound momentarily startling her opponent. She dashed in, and he whipped one of the swords at her, forcing her to dance aside. He tried a quick flick of the weapon he’d used first as she moved away from the other blade, missing her again. She fell low and clawed at his foot. He gave a tiny leap, apparently as nervous as she was about taking big jumps that weren’t very carefully calculated, then stabbed both swords down, one toward either side of her body. She had to choose which side to sacrifice. He’d boxed her in, her size a detriment in this situation.

      Of course, her size was changeable. She shifted into humanoid form, causing both blades to miss, and channeled all her strength and momentum from the shift into a punch that slammed into his chin. It shattered the ice and snapped his head back. He stood unsteadily, wobbling as he swiped a sword clumsily across at her. She dropped to the roof and kicked his feet out from underneath him. When he fell, fortunately for him away from the edge, the ice protecting him cracked with a loud sound.

      They were both on their backs, lying next to each other. She swiveled and brought her leg high before slamming it down in an ax kick to his head. His magic faded as he lost consciousness. She dragged him to the middle of the truck so he wouldn’t roll off and headed toward the back to deal with the last one.
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        * * *

      

      Two seconds after she went airborne, Morrigan realized that rocketing after the chopper wasn’t the best idea she’d ever had. The pilot saw her coming and veered the craft away, meaning the arc that was supposed to take her to grab onto the landing skids at worst, or carry her through the open doorway, ideally, would now miss entirely. She flicked her gaze down to the ground to check what was underneath her, reassured to see that it was only bare desert. Sure, rocks, stones, plants, probably all of them with sharp edges waiting to slice me to ribbons, but, you know, at least not pavement and cars.

      She whipped her hand up to throw a force blast at the rifleman who’d been taking shots at her, but he’d ducked inside, apparently not willing to hang out the door while the craft was practicing evasive maneuvers. Smart. She wondered whether she had an arrow appropriate for the moment, then remembered the new toy strapped to her arm. She lifted the harpoon and fired, and it sped toward the helicopter, unspooling the cable as it went. Kayleigh had assured her that the tether was sufficiently long for most circumstances, and it proved true in this case. The projectile passed through the space between one of the skids and the body and lodged itself in the aircraft's bottom.

      Its magnet activated automatically on impact, powered by a battery pack she wore at the point where the line attached to her belt. The moving helicopter swung her forward, and she grabbed the cable to steady herself. Okay, problem number one addressed, I’m not going to fall quite yet. Now, what to do, what to do? As she swayed backward, she grinned. “I know. Blast that damn rifleman with a force burst. Send him straight out the other side. Both doors are always open on these things, right?”

      She swung back and lifted her arm, then had to summon a shield instead as the reappearing gunman fired a stream of bullets at her swinging form.
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      Something caught Ruby’s eye in the darkness ahead, and she shifted through the display options in her lenses. Thermal showed a little, but electrical offered more, several SUV shapes with active power lines. She switched back to thermal again with that information and spotted people clustered behind vehicles.

      She shouted, “Trouble,” as a dozen fireballs flew out when the police cars passed, aimed at all three transports. Ruby blasted herself into the air before they reached her, heading for the edge of the road, and saw them strike in flashes as she tumbled toward the ground. Their fireballs slammed into the truck she’d been riding, sending it skidding on its side. The next two went exactly the same way, sliding to a stop in a flurry of sparks. She got to her feet as the sound of gunfire rang out from above. She looked up and spotted combat drones, of a kind the Ely PD definitely didn’t possess, flying over the scene and firing indiscriminately. “Dammit, has to be PDA. They’ll blow up the transports.” The criminals had converged on the first, so she ran for the second in line. “Idryll, get yours open. I’ll do the middle one.”

      Her partner replied, “What about the guy they’re trying to rescue?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Can’t worry about that right now. We have to get those people out of the trucks before the stupid drones kill everyone here.”
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        * * *

      

      Bullets deflected from Morrigan's force shield, which she’d had to wrap in a dome around her because of the ceaseless spinning. The impact of the rounds on her barrier made the motion worse. The rain stopped, and she saw as if the moment was frozen in time, the rifleman smiling as he slotted in a new magazine with a bright blue stripe on it. Holy hell. If it’s marked, they’re probably different. If they’re different, they’re probably anti-magic.

      She looked around for any object she could grab to interpose between them, but of course none were to be had since she was dangling in midair. It forced her to accept the truth she’d been trying to avoid, that her only option was to take down the helicopter. She threw a fireball, aiming for the rotors in an optimistic hope that the people within might survive a crash in a way they wouldn’t withstand being burned. A cone of misty white-blue light flowed from inside the aircraft, originating from behind the rifleman, and intercepted her attack. The ice shattered as the two powers met, but it eliminated the flames and saved the enemy craft from her magic.

      The rifleman sighted down his barrel at her, and she watched him carefully, getting ready to release the line and let herself drop, figuring it would be harder for him to re-target if he was already firing. Then, with a whir and a blur, a drone flew into her visual field and slammed into the gunman. He recoiled from the impact and fell, his safety line snapping taut and leaving him dangling about fifteen feet away from her, seemingly unconscious. Morrigan grabbed her bow and hit the button to start the assembly. Okay, that evens up the odds considerably. Show your face, icy bastard, so I can put an arrow into it.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll got to the back door of the rear transport and discovered the enemy who’d been there had been trying to open it. He’d managed to bend some of the metal away from the doors’ inside edges, just enough to reveal the heavy bar that secured them. She reached for the tool on her belt and only then did the stupidity that apparently struck all of them when Margrave had given them the explosives come roaring at her. I don’t have any way to cast shadow bolts. This is useless to me.

      With a growl, she slapped it back into place and focused her thoughts. Her magic was weak in terms of ranged combat. That wasn’t in her nature. What she did possess was ferocity, strength, raw power, and an instinctive knowledge of how to apply it. She wedged her claws into the opening the previous attempt had created and pulled, channeling energy to her arms. It creaked and bent but failed to open. She panted from the effort and nodded to herself. Okay. Time to try again.

      She’d experimented with her various forms in the past, discovering how many she had and how to best move from one to the next. On a few occasions, she’d tried only partial changes, adding cat ears to her human form, for instance, or turning her tiger paws into hands. She’d met with intermittent success but almost always wound up injuring herself and having to rest and let her enhanced healing abilities address the damage.

      Now she required the leverage her humanoid form would provide, combined with the raw power of her natural tiger body. She closed her eyes and focused inward, visualizing what she needed, imagining the way the muscles and bones would have to change to accomplish her objective. Idryll willed the transformation to happen, and despite her hope that this time might spare her, the pain she expected washed over her. She endured it, roaring out her anger through her humanoid throat, which felt like it was shredding under the effort.

      When the transformation finished, she was in human form with tiger muscles and reinforced bones above the waist. She shoved her claws through the opening and pulled, gritting her teeth and summoning all her strength until the doors finally spread apart enough to expose the bolt sufficiently. It took a dozen swipes to cut through it, but then the doors were free. The guards inside had already released the prisoners from the bonds that kept them in their seats, and now they were tied together. She helped pull the line from the transport and off to the side of the road, then examined each of the inmates carefully. None was the man they’d come to get. She activated her comm. “It’s open, but he’s not in this one.”
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        * * *

      

      The magical stuck his face out the side of the helicopter, and Morrigan let one of her sharpened arrows fly. The figure waved his hands and ice appeared to intercept the projectile. She considered drawing the pistol strapped down on her right thigh, but the chances of successfully aiming that weapon were even less good than managing a shot with the bow at this point. A large chunk of ice flew at her, and she sent out a bolt of fire to shatter it, cringing as chill shards scraped along her skin on their way past.

      She growled, “Okay. Enough of this garbage.” She reached back for the most destructive of the arrows Kayleigh had provided, nocked it, and loosed it at the rear rotor, figuring if she could take out the helicopter’s steering, it would have to land. She slapped the latch to release her line as the projectile arrived at its destination. The explosion was far larger than she’d expected, consuming the entire tail of the craft up to the cabin section. It heeled over and dove toward the ground.

      She wrenched herself to face downward and hit the button to collapse her bow, confident she would see the surface coming at her in enough time to use magic to blunt her fall. Heh. I shot down the scumbags’ helicopter. That’s pretty awesome.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby fired the shadow bolt from a distance, having already warned those within to get out of the way. It detonated the explosive and blew a perfect circle in the latch, allowing the door to open when the people inside kicked at it. She raced forward to look at the occupants, but none of them was Goryo. She activated her comm. “He’s in the first truck. Idryll, get a move on. Morrigan, you okay?”

      Her sister’s reply sounded alarmed, a counterpoint to the actual words. “Yep, fine, don’t worry about me.”

      The shapeshifter replied, “On my way.”

      Ruby pounded forward, shielding over her head to avoid the drones’ occasional attacks, heading for the frontmost transport, which she could now see was open. Guards were on the ground or slumped in the illuminated rear, and a bunch of criminals ran off to either side. Her debate about which way to go, to pursue the group to the left or the group to the right, ended when she heard car doors slamming. She sprinted in that direction and spotted a black SUV peeling out, continuing down the highway.

      “That’s got to be him in the black vehicle. I’m going after it.” She dashed to one of the police motorcycles that had been knocked onto its side and pulled it upright, using force magic to assist with the heavy vehicle. It was big and bulky, not her preferred ride, but beggars certainly couldn’t be choosers, especially in the middle of a battle. The drones noticed, and she threw a hasty shield over herself and the bike.

      She climbed on, started it, and was about to take off when Idryll growled, “Ten seconds. I’m almost there.” Her partner made it in less than that and climbed onto the seat behind her. Ruby twisted the grip, and they were off in pursuit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby bent low over the handlebars, her eyes scanning the distance for the fleeing SUV. She asked, “Morrigan, are you okay?”

      Her sister’s voice was pained as she replied, “Yeah. Fell. I think I broke my leg. About to take my potion. Don’t worry, if I need to, I’ll ask our friend to send an ambulance.”

      Her tone made Ruby want to stop and go to help her, but she knew she couldn’t. Doing so would make all this effort useless. Even though she was convinced that whoever was after Goryo would’ve killed their way through the prison to get to him if the convoy hadn’t been an option, and that she and her team had done better than the police would have, she still felt like the fallout was her responsibility. Maybe I need to talk to Diana about being a leader. I’m not sure I have the instinct for this garbage. She replied, “Okay. You call if you need me. Don’t be stupid.”

      Morrigan made a noise somewhere between a cough and a laugh. “I’d say the same to you, but I know you too well. Good luck.”

      The bike rolled over a small rise, and suddenly the SUV was in sight. A moment later gunfire came back at them, and Ruby put the motorcycle into a slalom to increase the difficulty of targeting them. It seemed like one pistol from the left-hand side and two from the other. She diverted a little attention to reinforce her full body shield. “Idryll, make sure you’re directly behind me. I’ll protect you.”

      The other woman snorted. “I’m filled with confidence.”

      The situation continued for about ten seconds before the rear door of the SUV flew open and two men with rifles aimed at them. She swung the bike to the side, yelling “Kagji” to summon her pendant's shield for additional defense. Bullets whizzed by, and Idryll cried out in pain. Ruby snapped, “What happened? Are you hit?”

      Her partner’s response was cross. “No, I enjoy making noises that sound like I’ve been shot. What do you think?”

      “Damn, anti-magic rounds, then.” She gunned the engine and pulled up at the vehicle’s seven o’clock, so the rear shooters couldn’t aim at her. That put her in range for the left-hand shooter, who paused as the SUV tried to knock her off the road. She swerved to the left to avoid it. “Take your potion.”

      The shapeshifter’s pained voice replied, “I’m fine.”

      Ruby yelled, “You’re not fine. Drink the damn potion and quit arguing for once, will you, please?” Her partner said something nasty in reply, but the movements against Ruby’s back suggested the shapeshifter was following her orders. “There’s only one way to deal with this. We’ll have to use Margrave’s grenade. I think if we get close, I can toss it through the window.”

      Idryll growled, “Right. While simultaneously making sure not to wipe us out, you’re going to have to make a perfect throw with the only thing we have to stop them. That’s stupid. I’ll take care of it.”

      “Speaking of stupid, your idea is probably something idiotic, like jumping from a moving motorcycle onto a moving car.”

      Idryll grabbed the grenade from her belt and raised herself into a crouch on the back of the seat. Ruby nudged the bike over toward the SUV. “Don’t fall.” She flicked her fingers to knock the gun from the nearest set of hands before they brought it back into the fight.

      Idryll replied, “I never fall.” Her ride bucked as the woman jumped off of it, and Ruby slewed to the side, off the road, and into the dirt and shrubs. Her partner reported, “It’s on, and I’m off,” followed by a grunt.

      Ruby felt the detonation more than heard it, like a shockwave or static electricity that spread out in a circle from the grenade’s location. Half her attention was on the motorcycle as she steered it to a stop. The rest stayed locked on the SUV. The vehicle slewed back and forth, its power steering doubtless disrupted, and power brakes no longer offering assistance. She veiled herself, then called up an illusory version a few feet away that matched her motion as she stomped toward the SUV.

      The driver and the passenger on the near side piled out and fired at her twin. She hurled a force bolt at each, probably harder than strictly necessary, that slammed them backward against the vehicles. They dropped to the pavement on their faces, dazed at least, possibly out. She veiled herself again, called up another decoy, and continued forward. The riflemen burst from the back and sprayed indiscriminately, forcing her to drop to the ground until their magazines ran empty.

      She climbed to her feet, no longer considering her actions before she took them, simply reacting instinctively. A fireball sailed into the car, and it exploded, sending both gunmen hurtling forward and ideally taking care of anyone using the vehicle for cover on the far side. Idryll announced, “There’s motion over here,” so Ruby threw a force bolt into the SUV, knocking it flying, hopefully to smash into whoever the tiger-woman had seen.

      The flicker of light was almost unnoticeable because the fire was so brilliant, but she spotted Goryo in the illumination emanating from a portal a hundred feet away. The prisoner—former prisoner now—smiled, waved, and stepped through. A pair of figures followed him, one tall and the other short. Ruby snarled and threw a fireball in that direction, but the rift closed before it arrived. Her walk slowed until finally, she was immobile, and her senses returned fully. She sighed and activated her microphone. “Gods damned bastards got away. And I will bet any amount of money in the world that those two other guys were the owners of Aces Security.”

      Idryll's voice held a note of sincere concern. “Are you okay?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I am very much not okay. I’m tired of these scumbags messing around in my town.”

      Idryll replied, “So we can kill them now?”

      She sighed, once again fully back in control of herself. “No. But we’re definitely gonna mess them up. Somehow, some way, they’re going down, hard.”
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        * * *

      

      In a warehouse on the outskirts of Ely, Grentham ranted at the two men who’d accompanied him through the portal. “How in the world was that such an amazing screwup? We had a dozen magicals, plus a matching number of regular troops. We had damned air support for the love of all things holy. What the hell!” He sent a wave of force into a stack of crates, shattering them and sending splinters flying.

      Jared Trenton lifted an eyebrow and asked dryly, “Feel better now?”

      Grentham spun with a snarl. “No. I don’t feel better. I think we went through a hell of a lot of effort, made sacrifices aplenty, and all we have is this to show for it.” He gestured at Goryo. “Is the boss going to repay us for the people and stuff we lost? Probably not. No profit, only loss and the least successful success we could have imagined.” He kicked at random items on the floor as his anger wound down. Jared started to speak again, and Grentham lifted a hand. “I know. I’m done. It’s just all so damn frustrating. This operation was supposed to be easier.”

      The man they’d rescued laughed abruptly. “Nothing seems easy in this town. I’ve had a similar experience. That will soon change, believe me.”

      Grentham frowned and faced him. “Oh, really? Why is that?”

      “I now understand our enemy. Overwhelming numbers is not what you need. Overwhelming power is.”

      He replied, “Oh, and you have that what, in your pocket? And chose not to use it the first time around, when they kicked your ass and took you off to jail?”

      Goryo clasped his hands behind his back. “My employer has informed me I may request any tools I need to accomplish the goals he set.”

      Trenton laughed. “Sure. Guns, bombs, armor, whatever Aces has, anything you want.”

      Goryo shook his head with a small smile and pointed at Grentham. “No, it’s something he has, doubtless locked away somewhere. An artifact, I believe in the shape of an octopus, if my sources are correct.”

      Grentham scowled. How the hell does he know about that? “That item is virtually priceless. That’s one hell of a big ask.”

      The other man shrugged. “I need it. Or would you like to discuss this matter with our mutual superior?”

      Anger surged within him, but Grentham kept most of it out of his voice. “Fine. You can have it.”

      Goryo smiled arrogantly and added, “And anything else I require.”

      Screw you. “And anything else you require,” he echoed. After it’s over, I’m going to kill you and take it all back.
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      The night after the attack on the convoy, Morrigan, Idryll, and Ruby held down a corner of the bar at the Grinding Axes. Ruby had covered the shapeshifter in her human disguise, and the bartender brothers had set several reserved signs next to them to ensure their relative privacy. She planned to tip heavily in gratitude. They’d been talking about little things, each of them building up the courage to discuss the big event.

      Morrigan finally broke the ice. “So, when I detached the line, I managed to get pointed at the ground. My bow collapsed before I hit, but I couldn’t store it away properly. I’m hoping it wasn’t damaged when it struck the dirt, but I think I cushioned both it and me pretty well. Unfortunately, I didn’t see the little gully and tried to dissipate some energy from the impact by jogging it off. I stepped in the hole, and snap went my leg.”

      Ruby winced. “That hurts. Keshalla's broken mine while sparring. We imagine we know how much something might hurt, but the leg is one of those things that’s twice as painful as you’d expect.”

      Morrigan nodded. “The healing sucked, too. At least that was fast.”

      Idryll chuckled. “Perhaps you should take those flying lessons you said the troll offered you. I, of course, jumped from a moving vehicle, then hit and rolled easily, injury-free.”

      Ruby countered, “Probably in your tiger form, which is far more agile and strong than any human will ever be. Right?”

      The shapeshifter lifted her chin. “I don’t see why that’s relevant.”

      They all laughed. Ruby said, “I’m tired of reacting to these scumbags. It’s time we started going after them wherever we can. Public opinion, economics, taking out their people whenever we find them involved in something, no matter how small, sending the police after them. We need to make this nonsense stop.”

      The others nodded, and they all drank from their beverages. Morrigan and Ruby had beer from the Abbey, and Idryll was drinking fruit juice. Ruby lowered her voice so it wouldn’t carry beyond her partners. “You know, I don’t think I ever said thanks. So, thank you, both of you, for being in this with me. I’m really happy not to have to do this alone.”

      Idryll snorted softly. “Not like I have a choice. I’m stuck with you. Something I plan to take up with the mystics the next time we visit them.”

      She smacked the tiger on the arm. “You never had it so good.”

      Morrigan shrugged. “You’re my sister, and this is my home. Of course, I have to be a part of it.”

      “Thanks, still.” Morrigan nodded. Ruby cocked her head to the side, remembering. “Speaking of being parts of things, I guess I need to get a motorcycle. The Desert Ghosts turned out to be pretty valuable allies.”

      Her sister grinned and picked up her phone, swiping on the screen, then extended it to her. “Actually, you don’t.”

      Ruby frowned and looked down. On the display was a picture of a cherry red ARCH 1 motorcycle. Morrigan said, “This was supposed to be a graduation gift, but Mom and Dad didn’t realize it had to be hand-built, which takes three months, at least. The company finally let us know it was ready for delivery about a week ago. Seems appropriate that you should get it at this particular moment.”

      Ruby was so overwhelmed, she almost couldn’t speak. It was her dream bike, and she never had even a glimmer of the suspicion that she might possess one anytime soon, if ever. Certainly not now. “Who paid for this?”

      Her sister chuckled. “Spirits, more or less, through the family. Dralen's not aware he chipped in, though, so don’t tell him.”

      Ruby grinned. “Does it come with a sidecar? Idryll would probably be safest in one.”

      The shapeshifter called her a bad name, and they all laughed. Ruby sent the picture to her phone and made it her wallpaper, feeling downright happy. Oh yes, my metal and chrome love. You and I are going to spend many wonderful hours on the road together. All the more reason to clean up Magic City as soon as possible. And I will. You can count on it.
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      Thank you for reading Book 3 in the Magic City Chronicles, and for continuing on to read these author notes! Holy cow, it’s the new year!

      I’m overwhelmed at the early support for the new series. I can’t express my appreciation enough to those that have taken a chance on my stories and have found a reason to keep turning the pages. Or swiping them. Or listening to them. We’re platform agnostic in this household.

      The outline for this book turned out to be pretty different than reality. Some of the scenes took on a life of their own, becoming full chapters, and by the time we reached the convoy, it felt like the natural finish of this part of the story. So, the stuff I had after that will have to show up in the next book.

      Which is going to be a hell of a ride, let me tell you. It’s time to wrap up some arcs and start some new ones, and I can’t wait to get started on it. Plus plotting the next four books in the series, which I waited to do until I was sure Magic City Chronicles would find an audience.

      To be honest, casinos fascinate me. I can’t imagine the complexity of operating one. I mean, I get the idea that it’s just a bunch of collected sub-operations doing their own small thing, but still. The scale of it all is mind-blowing. From the way they craft their brands to the fact that every single detail is meticulously accounted for, it’s just wildly impressive.

      Also impressive in detail and story is the videogame The Last of Us. I’m late to this game, playing the PS4 remastered version, but it’s incredible. Frequently annoying, but always in service to the story it’s telling. That story is as brutal as you’d expect a post-apocalypse tale involving zombies would be, although more of the brutality comes from humans than the infected. So, post-apoc and dystopian, all in one. It’s a visceral experience that literally increases my heartrate as I play. I would recommend, but seriously, the story is going to grab your heart and twist it into a pretzel. Man, I could go for a pretzel.

      Where was I? Oh, right. Videogames. Cyberpunk 2077 is on hold waiting for them to fix the glitches. That was disappointing. Going to start Elite Dangerous today, because my best friend is an addict and wants me to. Playtime is limited, but sure, why not. Ironically, my kid has the best gaming computer in the house (for Minecraft with mods, which is a resource hog), so I have to borrow it to play.

      I’m having brain drain the last couple of months. I start the day with a reasonable amount of mental energy, but it fades fast. So, board games haven’t been a thing, other than the adult version of Clue, which I’ll say is far more rewarding than playing the kids’ version was. But both my partner and child were upset that I was “lying” by accusing someone I held in my hand. Harsh words were exchanged, such as “That’s how deduction works” on my part, and “You suck,” on my kid’s part. Nonetheless, I’m sure we’ll play again.

      The Expanse continues to amaze. We’re also watching The Terror (AMC, via Hulu) which is actually phenomenal. It’s a difficult watch, as the tension never lets go.

      We’re making a list of things to do once the COVID vaccine gets to us. Being unable to take trips has been stressful on the kiddo. We drove an hour and fifteen minutes each way the other day just to try out a fast food restaurant they’d never been to (Raising Cane’s, which is as good as I remembered). We reflect daily on how lucky we are to have such mundane problems, when others have actual ones.

      I’m rereading the entire “Foreigner” sequence by C.J. Cherryh again, still to keep my brain from obsessing about things I can’t control. As in, I read all 21 books in November – December, and then I started again. I think it’s the books’ slow (but never boring) pace and the fact that I’m familiar enough with them that it’s an undemanding read that makes it work.

      Oh, also. Neil Gaiman’s Sandman on Audible. So worth it. I’ve never read the books, but the audio performance is fantastic. It’s basically a radio drama for the 21st century, and I am SO there for it.

      Finally, if this is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look.

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      I had my first attempt at flying without the aid of a plane.

      There I was walking the sweet pittie Leela, minding my own business. We were about thirty minutes into our walk and about a mile from home. Perfect Monday morning, a little overcast, slight breeze, somewhere in the sixties already. Not bad for a January morning.

      I was feeling my oats and sprinted across a lawn full of new sod, Leela sprinting in front of me on the end of her very long, red leash, attached to her pink harness.

      Out of what felt like nowhere, the front of my shoe rolled neatly into a gopher hole, pressing the new sod in with it. I was more surprised than anything. Mostly at how neatly the entire front half of my shoe fit in that hole. Like it was made for my size. 7 ½ Medium sized hole.

      My forward momentum was pretty aggressive at that point. After all, I was having a good morning, trotting along, practically leaping across that new lawn. That new sod that hid every imperfection underneath.

      I launched through the air, again surprising myself and cleared the grassy lawn entirely, landing squarely on the hard cement driveway. Also new and unmarred till now. Both hands hit hard along with both knees. I was rolling forward with such exertion my head hit the pavement. My favorite white plastic sunglasses with the reflective blue panes took the brunt of that part.

      Leela, meanwhile had stopped to sniff around a nearby post and had not noticed anything amiss. She never looked back. I kind of respect that and even in the midst of all this hulabaloo I never let go of the leash.

      My first thought was going to be about my ankle which had done a nice quarter twist before finally leaving the hole and taking flight with the rest of me. However, before I could get to that the iWatch on my wrist let out a bong.

      The ‘hard fall’ app had gone off and was asking me if I needed EMS services. Oh geez. All my attention went to responding and not accidentally hitting the yes button. Even after I dismissed any ambulance suddenly being sent in my direction, it asked again. That’s how hard I hit the ground.

      Finally, I slowly got up and as I did, I noticed no one had come out of their house to check on me. No one in the distance was turning around to see if I was alright. And this was a spectacular fall with a lot of ground covered.

      Part of me was miffed that no one was willing to help and part of me was relieved that no one was willing to help. Reminds me of the time I screamed bloody murder when the good dog Lois took off after a rabbit. Not a peep out of the neighbors then either. (Lois did not get the rabbit.) Note to self, work on accepting help.

      I was surprised to find my knees were okay. Ditto with the ankle. My fingers felt like I had pulled every muscle in them just a little. A weird sensation I had never experienced before.

      It wasn’t until I had kind of gotten my wits back and started walking with Leela again that I noticed – that left arm isn’t exactly cooperating. Oof.

      So, I went home and finished writing about three thousand words for the day… and then went to an urgent care. Hey, I had a deadline.

      Turns out I fractured and slightly displaced the head of the radial bone. In other words, I fractured my elbow with the force of hitting my hands on the pavement. (No broken hands or wrist though so still feels like a win.)

      No surgery, lots of physical therapy. No carrying around anything heavier than my phone for another month. A lot of appreciation for how much I use my left hand and didn’t realize it. No more flying lessons for a while. More adventures to follow.
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      Ruby Achera, her sister Morrigan, and her shape-shifting partner Idryll crept across the three-story high rooftops in the warehouse district south of Ely, Nevada, concealed by illusion and their usual disguises. She’d received the tip from Sheriff Alejo earlier, courtesy of her source among those selling magical black-market items in Magic City, that something was going down that night. The sheriff didn’t have confirmation of where it was going down, though, so following the informant was the only way to find the location. They paused at the edge of a roof, waiting to see what their quarry on the sidewalk below would do next.

      Morrigan complained, “This is boring.”

      Ruby snorted. The other woman’s clear voice came through the earpieces set in the magical mask she wore, after its upgrades by a friendly technician. “Quit whining. You’re here by choice. Besides, there will be fun soon enough.”

      Idryll, sounding decidedly superior, said, “Maybe you two could focus on work for a moment? He’s entering that building.”

      Ruby replied, “For someone who spends more than half her day pretending to be a house cat so she can sleep without being bothered, I don’t think you’re one to lecture others about professional behavior.” Her sister opened a portal from their current position to the other roof and waved them through. Had Morrigan not come along, they would’ve had to use magic to leap from one building to the other since Ruby couldn’t create a portal to a place she hadn’t physically been. One of the fun things about being me.

      She quietly crouch-walked to a small skylight despite being covered in a veil of illusion that would hide her from eyes and ears. Idryll's claws easily pried it open, and Ruby let herself down into the rafters, then slithered sideways so the others could do the same. Below, the warehouse floor was a bustle of activity as dwarves, Kilomea, and at least one elf shifted boxes to clear the space for the shipment to come. “I’ll take the near corner. Morrigan, all the way across opposite me. Idryll, you have the middle.”

      Her partners replied in the affirmative and moved, Ruby segmenting one part of her attention to preserve the illusion wrapped around the tiger-woman. While her partner could move in complete silence, given her feline nature, it was always possible that someone might look up at an inopportune moment. Besides, what’s the point of having the ability if you don’t use it? She made sure her own aural and visual concealment was solid, then muttered, “Connect Alejo.” A soft bing signaled an active connection. “He led us to a warehouse. They’re in here, as expected. You solid?”

      Valentina Alejo was Ruby’s best ally—okay, only ally—among the law enforcement that watched over Ely. Ruby didn’t trust the city’s local police, figuring criminals with deep pockets probably had someone on the payroll, or possibly the department simply leaked like a sieve because they couldn’t afford sufficient security. Either way, they weren’t on her list of reliable resources. The other woman’s voice was on the low end of normal and a little gravelly with adrenaline. “Yeah, we have it. Apparently, they don’t let their workers know which warehouse they’re headed to until they’re en route. Clever operational choice. Bastards.”

      “Paranoid, but effective.”

      The sheriff gave a derisive snort. “Fair enough. Guess we’re not dealing with total idiots, unfortunately. What do we have inside?”

      “Magicals, probably a dozen or so. A few humans, unless they’re in disguise.”

      “Okay, let’s proceed as planned. When the truck is in, we’ll wait a couple of minutes for things to get moving, then order them to surrender. If they do, all your hard work preparing is for nothing.”

      Ruby shook her head. “I don’t think the odds of that are particularly good.”

      Alejo grunted. “Me neither, which is why I asked you to join. If they choose any option other than standing down, do your thing. We’ll stay out of your way unless you call us to come in and help.”

      “Got it. See you soon.” She killed the external connection and reported, “Plan stands. Remember, we need to be completely nonfatal. We’re working with the police on this one. They can overlook bruises and broken bones, but if we step over that line, we become the bad guys.”

      Morrigan replied, “Seems unfair. Those scumbags below won’t pull any punches.”

      Idryll chuckled. “Consider it a testament to your incredible aptitude.”

      Ruby’s and Morrigan's replies overlapped. “Shut it.”

      The sound of the huge garage door sliding up on its tracks and a truck rolling in forestalled further conversation. It was twenty feet long or so, a rental, bright yellow and covered in scratches, dings, and dents. As soon as it was inside, the people below surged into motion, hitting the switch to close the door and using magic to begin pulling crates and boxes from the vehicle. Ruby breathed, “Damn, that’s a big truck. They must have a lot of stuff. Who would’ve thought little Ely was such a nexus of criminality?”

      Morrigan asked, “Have you been paying attention lately?”

      She ignored the comment. “Okay, looks like our initial plan will work pretty well. I’ll take out the ones at the back of the truck, Idryll jumps on the top and engages targets of opportunity, and Morrigan, you protect the informant’s identity.”

      Her sister confirmed, “On it. I don’t think he’s going to thank me for it.”

      Ruby shifted to get a better angle on her assigned criminals as she replied, “From what I understand, he’s a scumbag who got a deal. He deserves whatever he gets. Still, maybe no permanent damage, so he can continue to be useful?”

      “I’ll consider it.”

      A series of resounding clangs came from the metal garage door, followed by Alejo’s voice through a megaphone’s mechanical distortion. “You inside the warehouse. This is Sheriff Valentina Alejo. Open the door and get on your knees with your hands on your heads.” The reaction was instantaneous and not compliant. The thugs below took positions facing the entrance, clearly ready for whatever fight the authorities wanted to bring to them.

      Bad choice, chuckleheads. Ruby said, “Game faces. Going in ten seconds.” She ticked the time off in her head as she pulled a grenade from her belt. It was about the size of her palm and contained magical electricity that would discharge on impact. She’d made it herself and was pleased with the results, although she looked forward to working with Margrave to improve it. When her mental timer ran out, she dropped the disc at the back of the truck. Her hand was already in motion for another weapon, one of her techno-magical mentor’s concealment grenades, and she had it ready when the first went off.

      The trio of dwarves below shuddered and jerked in the grip of the arcane lightning. Two of them collapsed, while the third, apparently hardier than the others, remained standing, wobbling in place. She dropped the next grenade to protect her descent and jumped.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Morrigan saw the object fall from Ruby’s position, she released her arrow. It sped true to its target, the dwarven informant who stood nervously to one side of the warehouse, notable by his immobility. His hair was mussed as if he’d run hands through it, and the stress of his situation showed on his wrinkled face and in his anxious bearing. The missile slapped him in the chest and wreathed him in magical lightning. He jittered for a moment before falling senseless to the concrete floor.

      Morrigan was already nocking her second projectile, which she loosed into the middle of a trio of nearby enemies. It struck one in the shoulder and released a cloud of billowing white vapor. Her target fell immediately, but another reacted quickly to create a wave of force that pushed air in front of it, lifting the knockout gas back toward her position. While the filter built into her magical mask would handle it easily, the action proved her cover was blown. She hit the button to collapse her bow into its baton form with her left hand while simultaneously grabbing a disk on her belt with the right. She tossed the concealment grenade at the floor and leapt after it.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll delayed through the initial flurry until her partners had released their magical smoke grenades. Clouds billowed up and around from both positions, blocking both magical and mundane senses. She threw hers to the far side of the warehouse as a distraction and dropped from the rafters to the roof of the truck below. Her landing wasn’t soundless, thanks to the groan of flexing metal as her weight hit it, but in the cacophony of yells and screams that accompanied the unexpected attacks from above, her move went unnoticed.

      She’d been tracking the trio of Kilomea positioned throughout the warehouse, naturally interested in engaging the most dangerous opponents available. A somersault took her off the top of the truck and feet-first into the nearest hulking figure’s chest. Even in humanoid form, she massed more than her size would suggest, and the strike knocked him backward. She landed cleanly and pursued his involuntary retreat, extending her claws then retracting them again as she remembered Ruby’s warning.

      A pair of punches slammed into his chest, right where her boots had hit, and his pained expression revealed she’d probably broken a rib. Still, the giant creature was roughly two feet taller, twice as wide as she was, and born and bred for battle. That makes him almost a worthy foe. He punched with his left, and she ducked and bobbed her head to the side. Fortunately, she’d moved away from his other arm, which whipped around with a pair of heavy, reinforced metal bands over his knuckles leading the way. She let herself roll into a backward somersault to avoid it and heard the sizzle of electricity as it passed. Oh, he brought toys. Lovely.

      She bounded up at the end of her move and tried a kick to his head, but he smashed her leg aside with a block that felt like a punch and followed up with the knuckles again. She didn’t get out of the way quickly enough, and electrical energy blasted through her, setting her nerves on fire. A small yelp escaped as she stumbled to the side. “Ow. Bastard. You’ll pay for that.”

      Her muscles wanted to shut down, but she wrestled them under control with a discipline instilled by long experience. Her foe waded in with a smile, thinking he had her number. She let him get close and flowed out of the way of the left that was the distraction, positioning herself for the right cross. He threw it. First mistake. He put his whole body weight behind it, going for the killing blow. Second mistake.

      The shapeshifter stepped in and grabbed his wrist with her right hand, spinning to smash an elbow into his face. The smart response would have been to retract the arm immediately and retreat, but he didn’t. Third mistake. She spun back in the opposite direction and used his wrist as a lever, locking it out and jerking him down to his knees, his only other option being to let the joint break. Fourth mistake.

      Idryll wrenched the wrist and snapped it anyway, then yanked on it to position his head for an ax kick. She lifted her leg and brought it down on the back of his skull, using less force than she would have if the police hadn’t been present. He went down, dazed, and she grabbed his hand and pressed it against his neck, where the knuckles discharged with a loud snap. He shuddered, twitched, and fell unconscious. She straightened, flicked her head back to get her long hair—normally orange and black, but now pure black in the mask’s disguise—out of her face. Okay, who’s next?
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      Ruby dropped cleanly, using a small burst of force magic at the end to buffer her landing. She spun instantly into a roundhouse kick to the head of the dwarf that hadn’t succumbed to her electrical attack, laying him out on the concrete floor of the warehouse. The place was chaos, with people running around shouting commands and yelling in alarm.

      A scuff from behind warned her of an enemy. She crouched and launched a spinning no-look leg sweep in the direction of the noise. The Kilomea responsible for the sound hopped over her attack with unexpected nimbleness and threw a kick in response. She rolled to the side and came up to her feet while reaching for her sword. She drew it and slashed it down at his collarbone, releasing a tendril of force magic to coat the weapon and turn it into a bludgeoning implement rather than a cutting one. He blocked it with a circling motion that put the flat of his hand against the blade, a fearless move she couldn’t help but admire. His other fist snapped out at her face, and she leaned backward enough that it failed to connect.

      Ruby grabbed his wrist with her free hand, but he pulled the arm back and swiveled into a punch with his right. She blocked, counterattacked with the hilt of her weapon at his nose, and he blocked in return. They traded several blows, then his speed suddenly increased. He must be using magic to boost himself. That’s fine. Two can play that game. She hadn’t yet mastered that particular technique, but she had other options. She snapped out a hand and sent a blast of force magic at his stomach, catching him before he could get into range to punch her again. It compromised his momentum, giving her time to throw another at his chest and a third at his head. He reeled back as his nose broke but didn’t look as dazed as she would’ve hoped. Dammit, this nonlethal stuff is for the birds. She pushed thoughts of going for her throwing knives or pistol aside and dispatched a repeat trio of force blasts at her foe. The Kilomea fell without attacking again before he went down. I need something better for these situations. Put it on the list.

      The inventory of tools and gadgets she needed to do the defender thing properly grew exponentially with each outing. She didn’t see a way she’d ever catch up to it, even with help from Margrave and Kayleigh. Her attention snapped back into the moment as the next nearest foe broke into a run away from her, passing a pair of large plastic buttons mounted on the wall. Ruby dashed forward and slammed her palm against the green one, then turned to look for another opponent as the garage door started its creaking rise.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan's daggers filled her hands a moment after landing, both coated with magic to prevent anything more damaging than shallow cuts. She was skilled with them, so good that her Oriceran trainer had once described her as surgical. Her mind held no doubt that she could use them without killing.

      A pair of elves appeared as she stepped through the smoke. They’d approached under cover of their illusions before abandoning them to coordinate their attacks. They were both tall, both blond, and wore identical haughty looks that she found decidedly inappropriate given the pain they were about to be in. The enemy on her right launched a blast of electricity, and she spun away from him to avoid it.

      The move put her directly in the path of the second, and the level of smugness filling his face dramatically increased as he dispatched a cone of flames at her head. His expression changed to shock as the magical deflector she wore around her neck consumed the incoming power without making the telltale cracking sound that would indicate its defense had been exhausted.

      His look switched from surprise to misery as she skipped forward and drove her daggers into his chest six times in rapid succession. They landed as fast as the quick jabs from a professional boxer, causing him to double over reflexively to protect the wounds. She stepped in and whipped an elbow into his temple that laid him out on the floor. A second electrical attack demolished her deflector, and the excess power sent pain along her nerves.

      She ignored the sensation and threw a dagger at the other elf’s face, forcing him to abandon the offensive to block. She surged forward and snapped a right cross at his head, which he stopped handily. The move twisted him to one side, allowing her left dagger to slam into his undefended side three times before he stumbled out of range. The cuts weren’t deep enough to reach anything important, but the pain and blood loss would weaken him over time.

      He closed with an enraged growl, wrapping his right fist in crackling magic and using his left to send shadow bolts at her. She summoned a force shield on her right hand to intercept the ranged attacks, releasing it when he punched with the magical one to grab his wrist above the lightning shield, yank his arm straight, and stab the dagger in her left fist into his triceps. He squealed in pain as she pulled on the limb again and circled the knife to stab him in the bicep as well.

      A wrench of the embedded blade damaged the muscle enough that he wouldn’t be able to use his arm without significant healing, and she took advantage of the injury to land a pair of punches to his head. When he tried to block her with his other arm, she slammed the hilt of her dagger into his temple. He dropped, unconscious before he hit the concrete. She reached out with force magic and yanked her thrown weapon back to her fist, then turned to find the next threat.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll stalked the third Kilomea, leaping quietly over crates and sliding under the truck as he focused his attention on Morrigan. She watched the young Mist Elf’s fight with her pair of enemies with one eye as she closed with the hulking giant. She respected Kilomea as a species but had none for this crew, who seemed to have tossed aside all notions of honor. Or perhaps their loyalty is misplaced. Either way, they can’t be allowed to continue threatening the police, innocent people, or my friends. At the perfect moment, she extended her claws and slashed at the back of his ankles, intending to rip out his tendons and drive him to the floor.

      She growled in frustration as he took a sudden stutter step, taking him far enough away that her attack was rebuffed by the heavy leather of his boots, failing to draw even the tiniest drop of blood. He turned as she emerged and rose to her feet, and she circled to keep him moving to defend against her. She threw punches, lulling him into expecting more, then snapped out a kick. He blocked it with a smile, seemingly unperturbed by her or her efforts. He rumbled, “You pretend to be a predator, but you’re more like a house cat. Come here, kitty kitty, let me break your neck. I promise it’ll be quick.”

      Idryll snorted. If only you knew the truth. Here, among the police, shifting into her tiger form was out of the question. She waited until he was in mid-step and launched herself up into the air, using her deceptively powerful leg muscles to surmount his height easily. A knee pistoned out at his head, causing him to yank it backward. His skull slammed off the side of the truck with a resounding clang, as she’d hoped. She grabbed the vehicle's top edge and kicked off, then whipped her legs in at his head.

      He ducked, leaving her kicking metal, and she back-flipped off the vehicle to avoid his quick two-handed slam. When she landed they circled again, but now he was both angry and woozy, to judge by his expression and movements. He threw out a series of fast, hard punches, and it was her turn to block them with ease and a smile. “Is that the best you can do, big man? I have to say that I’m not impressed.”

      He didn’t fully rise to the bait, only took a single step forward, but that was sufficient. She pivoted and slammed a sidekick down into his knee, breaking the joint. He fell to the floor, and she kicked him once more in the head, not hard enough to kill or even render him unconscious, but hopefully adequate to make sure he saw double if he decided to rejoin the fight. She headed for Morrigan's position, knowing Ruby would want her to and looked for more people to take down along the way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ruby dispatched another pair of dwarves with her last lightning grenade, shutting down the barrage of shadow bolts they’d been harassing her with, then launched herself back up to the rafters in response to the remaining criminals’ sudden surrender. From above, she watched a flood of police and sheriff’s personnel enter the warehouse in a flurry of threats and warnings. She covered Idryll in illusion and tracked both the shapeshifter and her sister as they made their retreats to the safety of the high ground.

      A drone buzzed in suddenly, loud, annoying, and bigger than those the local police used. She recognized it as a Paranormal Defense Agency bot and focused on strengthening the veils that protected her and her teammates. I wonder if that thing can detect magic. That would be pretty useful in a lot of situations. I wouldn’t put it past them to do it or at least be working on it. Add asking Margrave and Kayleigh about that possibility to the list.

      She crouched in silence as the police did their cleanup, then connected with Sheriff Alejo when she was free and away from others. “Did you invite the PDA?”

      The other woman snorted. “Of course not. I told you, they’re increasing their presence day by day. It’s as if they know something paranormal is going on in Magic City.” The sarcastic edge in her tone made Ruby laugh.

      “Well, can’t argue with them on that one. Although maybe they ought to be looking at the bad guys instead of focusing on the good ones.”

      She saw Alejo’s shrug from a distance as the woman stepped through the open garage door and left the building. “I doubt we can count on them to know the difference. They think they have it all figured out, and they’re not likely to look any further than that. Or to accept any new information that doesn’t agree.”

      Ruby nodded, even though the other woman couldn’t see her. “No argument. So, are we good?”

      Alejo replied, “Some broken bones, a bunch of cuts that’ll probably need some stitches, but certainly nothing I feel compelled to investigate. Good job, and thanks for the help.”

      “Nice working with you, Sheriff. Let’s do it again sometime.” Alejo’s rueful chuckle was the other woman’s only answer, and Ruby killed the connection. “All right, you two, time to get out of here. I wonder if the diner is open. Smacking down scumbags makes me hungry.”
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      A giant yawn overtook Ruby as she stepped through the door to the basement lab, stopping her in her tracks and forcing her to hold onto the wall for support. Damn. I should’ve slept in longer. Stupid cat. Idryll had decided to shift to tiger-woman form halfway through the night, taking up far more space than her house cat shape did. It had already been a short night since the diner had indeed been open.

      Laughter sounded from farther in the room. “Late night? Should I check to make sure Demetrius is still functioning?”

      She pushed a smile onto her face, which was fairly easy, given that she actively liked her roommate and lab partner, Daphne. “Demetrius is fine. I wasn’t with him yesterday. Just a late night.”

      “Woooo. When were you last with him? Come on. I want all the gory details.”

      Ruby's grin widened as she shook her head and crossed the room to her half of the lab. Open flames and old-school lamps lit the basement space, and it had stone walls around the long, old wood table that ran down the center and gleamed from polish and use. The witch didn’t quite glow, but she radiated a sort of energy. She wore her typical flannel and jeans, with her black hair in a topknot instead of a ponytail today. “Shut it. What is this, high school?”

      “Hey, some things are eternal.”

      Ruby shrugged the duffel bag off her shoulder and onto the table, where it landed with a thud. She sat and rubbed her eyes, struggling to suppress another yawn. I wonder what a daily dose of energy potion would do to my tolerance for the stuff. As far as she knew, no one in her circle had tried such a thing. Maybe because they’re smart enough to get sufficient sleep. She unzipped the bag and pulled out its contents, setting a pair of medium-sized boxes on the surface beside it.

      Daphne asked, “What are those?”

      “These are drones, picked up from the Target south of town. It was the only store in the area open twenty-four hours that also carries technical gear. According to the Internet, they’re very good. Not the best, but Margrave taught me early on not to prototype with the most expensive equipment, given how often things go catastrophically wrong.”

      The witch nodded and set aside the wand she’d been polishing. She rose and collected her cauldron and the portable gas burner to heat it, putting them on the table in front of her chair before sitting again. “I hear that. Plus, the more useful the thing you’re creating, the more expensive the experimentation.”

      “Yep, exactly.” Ruby took the first kit out of its box, arraying the drone, a couple of spare parts, and the controller unit within easy reach. “What are you working on?”

      “Energy potions. I think there should be a way to give them more kick and thus reduce how much you have to drink. Hopefully, the pivot point is good enough that the new formula will be profitable.” She reached into the purse on the floor beside her and pulled out a vial filled with a brilliant blue liquid. “Just this was two weeks’ wages. It’s ridiculous.”

      Ruby frowned. “You need a better supplier. I can look into that for you. In the meantime, here.” She pulled her key ring out of her bag, detached one of the two little metal flasks attached to it, and slid the container over. “This is a quarter dose. I keep it for, uh, in case someone in my family needs it. I have a healing one on here too if you want it.”

      Daphne shook her head and looked dubiously at the vial. “I don’t need healing. And I’m not in a place to pay for even that much right now.” Ruby could tell it cost her to admit that.

      “The way I see it, we’re friends, lab buddies, and who knows, maybe future business partners. Call it a loan. You can pay me back in kind when you get your new formula going. If it doesn’t work out, it’s not a huge loss. I’ll siphon some more from my parents.”

      “Done deal.” The other woman smiled as she snagged the vial. “So what is it you’re hoping to do with that toy?”

      “Margrave and I have been discussing how useful it would be to have a reconnaissance device that could detect things outside the visual and aural spectra. You know, for the police, or whatever.” She tossed off the clarification nonchalantly. “Could be a moneymaker if we get it done. We’re planning to upgrade the sensor array, which is pitiful at the moment, only a camera and recorder, and add in something to deliver a payload. A small one, obviously.”

      Ruby lifted the drone, which fit in her hand with a little overlap, to peer at it more closely. When the rotors swiveled out into flight position, the device would be about twice that size. She’d chosen that model in particular for its compact carrying form. She hadn’t told Daphne any lies, as such. She and Margrave had discussed it, and it would be good for law enforcement if they ever finalized the design. However, the prototype was for her personal use, for things like scouting out enemy locations before entering them. Or possibly security companies.

      She pulled a toolkit about the size of a briefcase off the open shelves behind her and set it on the table. Inside, each item nestled in its foam cutout, the organization and precision of the arrangement instantly soothing. She selected a thin screwdriver with the appropriate tip and started removing the plates that covered the drone’s innards. “Weight will be a challenge that needs attention since the plan is to add stuff. Margrave has a 3D printer, and we’re going to try plastic first, but a web of filaments rather than solid pieces like these. Hopefully that’ll be enough of a reduction to compensate.”

      They worked in silence for several minutes. She continued her disassembly, and Daphne added ingredients to her cauldron, including a portion of the energy potion. The witch asked, “So, will the drone be part of the defenses you’re putting around the house?”

      Ruby nodded. “Kind of. I already have a set of techno-magical sensors out there that can run on their own for a month before needing recharging. So, if anything comes within a certain distance that’s bigger than a small dog, we’ll know. In addition, cameras are looking in all directions, and Demetrius programmed an algorithm to alert him if they spot things we should be concerned about.”

      Daphne lifted an eyebrow. “You’re not going to incinerate the Amazon delivery guy by accident, are you?”

      Ruby made an obscene gesture at the other woman, eliciting a laugh. “No. There are no aggressive defenses outside, only detection. However, I do have about half of the entrances set up with force shields that anyone with magic can activate. I’ll have the rest covered by the end of the week or so. That would give any of you enough time to protect themselves and portal away. Plus, Shiannor suggested we might want some weapons of the mundane variety. So I’ll see about making that happen, too.”

      “I’ve never fired a gun.”

      Ruby shrugged. “It’s not hard. I’ll take you to the range sometime. I’m sure your magic would provide better options, anyway.”

      Daphne didn’t look convinced. “So, how does the drone fit into the picture?”

      “Well, once we’ve got the prototype working, I figure we’ll modify some bigger ones with the improved sensors, plus video and audio tied into Demetrius’ surveillance bot. Then it’s a matter of keeping them up in rotation.” She didn’t mention the magical cloak of illusion to conceal it from visual detection that she planned to include if she could work out how to do it.

      The witch snorted. “So, we’ll be the only house on the block with twenty-four-seven aerial surveillance? That’ll be subtle.”

      Ruby laughed. “I’ll paint them blue so they look like the sky. I could even add clouds. Will that help? And you can’t have it both ways. You want protection. I’m giving you protection.”

      Again, they worked in silence until Daphne cursed. “Damn. I found another one that didn’t work.”

      “How do you know?”

      “It went inert. Turned brown. Somehow the magics canceled each other.”

      “Well, consider it an investment in narrowing things down, right?”

      “Yeah.” She flicked off the burner and pulled out a notebook, scribbling quickly. “That’s all I have time for today. I need to find some food and get to work at the Ebon Dragon. Honestly, the mental shifts from the day job to trying to do this stuff are as damaging as the lost time.”

      “Do you have some vacation coming up or something? I could make sure nobody bothers you.”

      Daphne shook her head. “None for nine months, unfortunately. Still, the trip to Mexico to see the Mayan ruins was totally worth it, so I guess I can’t complain.” Her face told a different story as she finished cleaning her area.

      Liam stepped through the door with a wave. “Morning, ladies.” The dwarf was bright and bubbly, his blond hair free this morning, his beard lacking its regular braids.

      They greeted him, and Ruby asked, “What’s up?”

      He shrugged. “Heading over to the Grinding Axes for a bite and a beer. You both should come with. Mick and Jas are probably missing you.”

      The other woman glanced down at her watch and nodded. “If we make it fast, I can do it.”

      He applauded the decision with eager clapping, then looked at Ruby. “Excellent, and you?”

      She shook her head. “I’m up to my elbows in drone guts. I need to get this finished or Margrave will kill me.”

      “Well, when you’ve finished, drop by. I’m off today, so I might stick around, help serve some drinks, that sort of thing.”

      Ruby grinned. “You got it.” Inside, though, she knew her day would hold no such recreational opportunities. Work, work, work. I hope she figures out the improved energy potion. Maybe I could use it in place of sleep and get caught up on stuff.
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      Ruby had indulged in a luxurious shower at her parents’ house as soon as she arrived, having given up on the drones in a momentary fit of frustration. The bathing facilities at the home she shared with her roommates on the surface couldn’t compete with the one in the kemana. Magic for the win, at least in maintaining perfectly hot water. She dressed in sweatpants and a sweatshirt, planning to sleep over, and headed down to dinner, patting Idryll in passing. Mental note, get the tiger some food so she doesn’t chew my arm off.

      She was the next-to-last to arrive, darting through the doorway ahead of her sister, who gave her a gentle smack on the back of the head in response. Ruby laughed. “Slowpoke.”

      “Yeah, whatever. I was busy with work. That thing that responsible people do. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

      She slid into her seat beside her brother Dralen, who observed, “I’m pretty sure she doesn’t understand anything about it. She went off to college and came back a slacker.”

      Ruby ferociously scowled as she plopped her napkin into her lap. “I’m an innovator, I’ll have you know. An entrepreneur, even. Genius takes time.” She lifted her chin on the last line in case anyone missed her theatrical arrogance.

      Morrigan replied, “Oh, right, I forgot. It’s not lying around all day. It’s seeking inspiration.”

      Their mother, Sinnia Achera, sighed loudly. “Okay, enough of that.” The chef delivered dinner, a vegetable casserole large enough to feed all of them, and a pan of lasagna that was even bigger. Ruby snagged the Italian dish and stabbed out a chunk for herself before anyone could get at it. Dralen tried to reach for it and received a slap on the hand for his trouble. When she’d grabbed another half-portion, she passed it to him. Her brother served himself, then twisted to look at their father, Rayar Achera, in his customary seat at the head of the table. “So, did you hear?”

      He nodded. He’d chosen a new hairstyle, clipped short so the grey was less noticeable than the white, and it made his sharp features seem even more so. “I did. It turned out about as well as you could expect. Which is to say, not well at all.”

      Ruby asked, “A little more information for those who aren’t up to speed?”

      Morrigan muttered, “You can say that again,” and Ruby kicked her.

      The edges of her father’s lips turned down. “The message went out to Gabriel Sloane that no more casinos can be built because of a new zoning restriction. From now on, they’re only allowed on the Strip and only to the current boundaries. He was not pleased, to say the least.”

      Sinnia replied, “Understatement of the year. I heard from Jailynne that Sloane destroyed the hotel room he’d rented for the meeting and that the representative basically ran for his life.”

      Ruby bobbed her head. “That would constitute not taking it well, I guess. So, is that problem settled?”

      Dralen snorted. “With a man like The Nightmare? Somehow I doubt it.” Ruby agreed, and the nods from the others at the table showed that they did, too.

      She asked, “Anything we should do?”

      Rayar replied, “We all need to keep an eye out for anything unusual. For you in particular, Ruby, there might be more. We’ll talk about it after dinner.” That decisively shut the door on further discussion of the matter, and they enjoyed the meal, filling it with laughter and companionship. She’d missed that feeling a lot while she was away. Sure, she could have portaled back at any time, but she’d wanted to have the real college experience. Whatever that is. Pretending to be human at school when you’re a magical from another planet probably isn’t it, though.

      After a dessert of fresh berries and whipped cream topped with a drizzle of honey, she followed her father into his study. He sat behind the desk, rather than in the chairs by the fire, which told her this would probably be a conversation involving business at their casino, Spirits. However, the delivery of two tumblers of whiskey shortly after that indicated it didn’t rise to the level of an emergency and that she wasn’t in trouble—presumably. Her dad possessed rarely used master-grade skills in misdirection.

      He leaned back in his chair and sipped the whiskey before setting the glass on the desk. His voice was level and businesslike. “It’s time, Ruby. You can keep innovating and entrepreneuring in your off-hours, but we need you at Spirits. These are tumultuous times, and you have brains and a unique perspective we can use. We’ll give you any job you like, from roving consultant down to division manager, if you want it. Eventually, you’ll have to spend some time working in each area the way that your brother and sister are so that you know how to do everything, but that can come later.”

      Ruby sighed and took a deep drink of her beverage before setting it on the desk. She leaned forward and looked her father in the eyes. “Dad, I can’t. I’d like to, but I have other things to do. Before you ask, they’re important, and I have no way of knowing if they’re more or less important than helping out with Spirits. Still, I know you have good people there, and I think there are tasks here in Ely that only I can handle.”

      He frowned but didn’t otherwise show his displeasure. “What kind of tasks?”

      “I’ve recently been able to remember more about my venamisha. The tests gave big hints, really obvious ones, that I’m supposed to figure out what’s going on here in Magic City.”

      “An Oriceran ritual told you to do things on Earth?”

      She sighed and released a low chuckle. “There’s the famous family debater we all know and love bringing pointed logic into play. No, it didn’t mention Ely by name, but it was clear. My people on Oriceran don’t need help at the moment. My people here do.”

      He nodded and delayed his next response with another sip of the alcohol. She matched him, enjoying the burn as it slipped down her throat. He asked, “Why you? You’re not an investigator or anything. No offense, but usually specialists train to do this sort of thing.”

      “I’ve asked myself the same question.” Because I’ve named myself the city’s defender, that’s why. Damn, I wish I could tell you that. However, secrecy is safety. “I’m smart, I know the town from before, and I’m learning the way it is now. That gives me a different perspective than anyone who hasn’t been away. Plus, Sheriff Alejo is beginning to trust me, even if the Paranormal Defense Agency is too paranoid to.” She laughed. “Paranoid defense agency, more like.”

      He lifted his glass in a false toast. “To that bunch of idiots, may they soon leave our town.” He finished his whiskey. “What you’re doing sounds dangerous.”

      “No more so than for anyone else in Ely at the moment. No one signs on to be casino staff with the expectation that they’ll be facing armed intruders on a regular basis.”

      “Touché.” He sighed. “We’ll put a pin in this conversation, but it’s not over. Ultimately, you need to be with us at Spirits.”

      She nodded. “I know, Dad. Believe me. I’m keenly aware of all my obligations. I have to stack them one after the other instead of all at the same time. Speaking of time pressure, I have a friend with an interesting idea.” She explained Daphne’s plan to improve energy potions, as well as some other things the witch had been working on. “I think if we could put her on the payroll at the casino for a month as a trial, let’s say, she might come up with something good. Consider it an investment. We can give her the freedom she needs to work on this in exchange for a percentage of what results.”

      He tapped a finger against his teeth, something only he did when he was seriously thinking. “This her idea?”

      “No, mine. She mentioned not having enough time, that’s all. You know me, I’m always looking for ways to bring magic and business together.”

      He gave a decisive nod. “Okay. We can do that. Since she won’t be doing casino stuff, there shouldn’t be a problem with the Ebon Dragon’s owners. She’ll have to inform them, nonetheless. Can’t have any suspicion of underhandedness, not at this moment.”

      “Understood.”

      Ruby had risen to head to the kitchen and retrieve some food for Idryll when he said, “On one condition.”

      She settled back in the chair with a sigh. “Of course.” She grinned at her father. “What is it?”

      “You spend an eight-hour day each week working at Spirits, learning the positions. You’ll do it while she’s on the payroll, a month, a year, however long it turns out to be.”

      She nodded. “You’re awfully good at what you do, Dad. Deal, but only if I get a percentage personally of whatever she brings to the company since I’m putting in sweat equity.”

      Her father laughed. “You’re not bad at what you do either, Ruby. Done.”
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      Ruby looked around in dismay at the contents of all the bags she’d dumped onto her bedroom floor. “You know, this trying to operate out of two houses and stuffing things in bags and throwing bags through portals and forgetting about the bags is not a productive way to live.”

      From the bed at her back, Morrigan replied, “Unlike how the rest of your life runs at such a high level of productivity, you mean.”

      “Shut it. Ow,” she griped as she stubbed her toe on her spell-casting dagger.

      Another laugh came from behind her, this time from Idryll, who lay beside her sister. Apparently, I’m great entertainment today. “You should let me come along with you. I can help you stay organized, for one thing.”

      Ruby bent, snagged the dagger, and tossed it into the backpack she planned to take with her to Oriceran. “First, you’re not exactly the height of organization either. It’s not like you own things you need to keep tabs on. Second, shut up.” She shook her head and knelt, lifting her equipment belt with its techno-magical gadgets. “I suppose these might work properly over there, but it’s equally possible that they’d go wrong and I’d wind up stunning myself or something. Best if I leave them.”

      Idryll reiterated, “Which is another reason you should take me with you.”

      Ruby sighed and ran her hands through her hair to get it out of her eyes and turned to face the others. “Repeating the request over and over isn’t going to make it happen. I’ve thought about it a lot, believe me. If everything else were equal, I would love nothing more than to have you with me to soak up whatever injuries might occur.” The cat stuck her tongue out, and Ruby gave her the same in return. “However, I have this strong feeling that if I bring anyone with magic other than the normal Mist Elf kind, it could be a problem.”

      Idryll replied dryly, “So, you’re a mystic now?”

      Morrigan added, “Can I have your stuff when you move into the monastery or whatever?”

      “No to both of you. Besides, it’s not like you’ll be bored. While I’m away, you need to keep an eye on things around here, make sure there’s no major trouble headed in our direction.”

      Her sister looked at the tiger-woman. “Maybe we should wrap this whole thing up before she gets back. What do you think?”

      Idryll nodded. “An excellent plan. I bet we could do it, too. We break into the security company and kill both of the owners. Problem solved.”

      Ruby snorted. “First, if you’re stupid enough to imagine our problems begin and end with those chuckleheads, you’re way dumber than I believe you are. That’s a pretty high bar for both of you to overcome. Second, no, we’re not randomly killing people.”

      Morrigan sighed. “Always with the excuses.”

      Idryll replied, “I know, right?”

      Her sister said, “Okay, but seriously, we should at least make some progress while watching for trouble. What do you think is our best approach?”

      Ruby shrugged. “I’d say the most likely place to get new and useful information is the black-market ring. It seems as if that’s connected to all sorts of garbage here in town. So, there could be some people we can lean on, the way Alejo did with that informant.” It’s not like I’m going to be able to stop you from doing something anyway, so it might as well be something productive.

      Morrigan replied, “That makes sense to me. How about you?” She turned her head to look at Idryll.

      “Sure. I still think targets of opportunity need to be viewed as opportunities, not ignored because of some antiquated moral code.”

      Ruby pointed a finger. “No killing unless your life is in danger.” Her partner opened her mouth to speak, and she added loudly to stop her, “I mean imminent peril. Not some sort of ambient, existential, ‘our lives are all in jeopardy all the time’ kind of thing.”

      The pair on the bed laughed and nodded agreement, albeit reluctantly in the tiger-woman’s case. Ruby continued, “If you find something, tell Demetrius, and he can get it to Alejo anonymously. I’ll talk to him about it before I leave. Now, I’m in a hurry, so shut up. I need to get this stuff together.”

      Morrigan teased, “Oh, you’re pressed for time, but you still have enough to go see Demetrius, is that it?”

      She laughed and ignored the heat she felt rising in her ears. “Well, I do have to say goodbye. You know, it’s possible I won’t come back.”

      Her sister snorted. “One of those ‘take me one last time before I go into battle’ kind of things? Pretty stereotypical, sis.”

      Ruby decided she had enough flex in her schedule to pummel her furiously with a pillow, so she did.
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        * * *

      

      She arrived in her family’s house on Oriceran with a backpack carrying her essential items over one shoulder and her sheathed sword in the other hand. A noise from her bedroom revealed that her mentor was waiting, as she’d promised. Ruby headed into that chamber and found Keshalla sitting on the room’s only chair. Beside her on a small table was a bundle wrapped in red paper. Ruby asked, “What is that?”

      Keshalla shook her head. “Always looking for shortcuts,” she imitated Idryll. “Open it and see.”

      Ruby picked up the object, which was heavier than expected. Opening the package revealed a pair of supple leather garments in the brilliant blue and silver that were her house colors. “Are we going somewhere fancy?”

      Her teacher chuckled. “I’d say questing for an artifact weapon is pretty fancy. Besides, you’ve completed two venamishas. You’re someone of status now, whether you want to be or not. You should dress the part.”

      Ruby ran her hands over the supple material. “Will it be as protective as my current gear? It seems thinner.”

      “It will, and it is. Plus, it’s lighter, so you’ll be able to move faster, hopefully.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. I need to practice using magic to speed up my movements.”

      Her teacher nodded. “You do.” She rose, and Ruby realized she wasn’t in her standard armor, either. This outfit was black and red like the other one, but this was fancier, featuring hand-tooled designs covering almost all of it. She wore knives at her hips, a pair of swords across her back, and doubtless had daggers hidden in her boots.

      Ruby said, “Well, you’ve clearly upped the sartorial ante. I guess I don’t have a choice.”

      She donned the new clothes, which fit her perfectly and did indeed restrict her far less than either her training outfit on Oriceran or her fighting gear on Earth did. She remarked, “Wow. This is nice. Thank you. I don’t suppose I can get a set to use on the other planet?”

      Keshalla laughed. “What, one gift isn’t enough?” When Ruby tried to protest, her mentor raised a hand. “I anticipated your request. It’s being worked on now and should be ready for you by the time we finish with this, assuming it doesn’t take a week or anything.”

      “How long do you think it’ll be?”

      The other woman shrugged. “Logically, I would say less than a day, but that’s a guess. Where magic is involved, time can move differently. I don’t think we’ll be trapped under the mountain for a decade or anything if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “How reassuring. You’re filling me with hope for this endeavor.” She added the rest of her gear in silence. First on was the belt with the dagger sheath at her left hip. Then, the bandolier to hold her sword properly positioned for a draw from behind her right shoulder. Finally, her throwing knives that Shentia had provided went into custom holders in her boots, with no telltale sticking out to betray their presence. The weapons’ ability to pierce magical defenses had been the key to defeating Goryo the first time she’d faced him, and she felt far more confident with the blades than without them. I’ll need every bit of confidence I can get to head into that mountain again.

      She drew a deep breath to center herself. “How do I look?”

      Keshalla replied, “Wonderful. Fantastic. Drop-dead gorgeous. If your fighting skills matched the quality of your appearance, I wouldn’t have to come along, probably.”

      “But you’re going to.”

      “Of course. If you’re defeated, someone needs to take the sword as their own.”

      Ruby squeezed her hands into fists and released the tension, warming them up. “Are you sure it’s a sword?”

      Her teacher shrugged. “Everything seems to point that way, although you know, the description is indirect, at best.”

      “Does the prophecy that mentions this give us any other good information?”

      Keshalla shook her head. “Only that danger awaits and you’re probably the right one to face it.”

      She barked a laugh. “I don’t like the sound of that ‘probably.’”

      “That’s the best that the mystics have to offer, it seems.”

      Ruby sighed. “Okay, do we know where to start, at least?”

      Keshalla nodded. “The entrance is about halfway down the mountain from where we are now.”

      “Well, we don’t have to climb up the damn rock. Things are already looking up. Let’s do this.”
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      Morrigan and Idryll had reached the surface through Spirits, using illusion to hide their costumes from prying eyes and the omnipresent security cameras. They quickly crossed the pedestrian strip and passed through the towering casino complexes on the opposite side, then made their way to the rooftops of the town beyond.

      Morrigan said, “Ruby’s right about one thing. It would be a lot more convenient to have a place where we could safely gear up on the surface, rather than relying on an illusion that might be noticed if the magic failed.”

      Idryll shrugged. “That would seem to be something you two could manage, given a little effort. It’s not as if your family lacks resources.”

      “Problem is, while my folks have a lot, they watch over it very carefully. I’d guess we have less monetary freedom than most people our age since our personal accounts are wrapped up in the business. Tax purposes, or whatever. I don’t claim to understand it. Dralen probably does.”

      “So, what prey do you wish to hunt tonight?”

      Morrigan chuckled. “Well, we need to pursue the black-market ring to make Ruby happy. However, it seems to me that Grentham is part of that, in addition to being one of the owners of Aces Security. So, finding him and following him would be honoring the promise we made to focus on the black market, right?”

      The shapeshifter laughed. “You’re sneakier than your sister. I like that.”

      “Smarter, too. I coincidentally asked Demetrius where our target is known to hang out, figuring Ruby was having him watched. She was, and he usually starts his evenings at the Double Down. How about we go take a look?”

      “Perfect. I’ll lead.” Idryll headed for the roof edge and jumped across the narrow alley separating their building from the next. Morrigan ran in pursuit and made the jump without using her magic. They continued that way, rooftop to rooftop until they reached one opposite the club. The shapeshifter asked, “Shall we go in under an illusion?”

      “I think we have a better option.” She handed over a black plastic box, about the size of a deck of cards but notably heavier than it looked. “Can you get this on the roof over there without being seen? It needs to be as near the center as possible.”

      Idryll snorted. “Please, you have to ask?” Morrigan cloaked the shapeshifter in a veil just in case, but her stealthy passage likely wouldn’t be noticed, given her skills. She descended to the street, crossed, and climbed up the side of the building hidden in the shadows filling the alley beside it. When Idryll returned, Morrigan activated the connection to Demetrius. “Hey, D, your hack box is in place.”

      The infomancer’s annoyed voice replied, “Quit calling it a hack box. It’s a signal booster.”

      “Yep. Like I said. Hack box.”

      He sighed. “You know, I don’t have to help you.”

      Morrigan answered sweetly, “You mean because we’re not sleeping together like you and my sister? We can change that, big boy.” She put all the sarcastic lasciviousness into the comment that she could, and he laughed.

      “First of all, I’d never do that to Ruby. Second of all, you’re not my type.”

      “Not into the brainy ones, is that it? Pretty and dumb is your thing?”

      He heaved a sigh and decided he’d lost the battle or at least wasn’t interested in continuing to fight it. “Okay, I’m into the club’s cameras. Pathetic defenses. I’m looking for Grentham?”

      “You got it. We only need to know if he’s in there.”

      “Yep, I’ve spotted him. Table in the back, surrounded by dwarves, probably flunkies based on their body language.”

      Morrigan grinned. “Perfect. Tell us when he moves?”

      “Sure. You’ll handle submitting my bill to Spirits?”

      “Of course. Since we don’t share a personal relationship like you and my sister, we’ll have to do it with money.” She heard the beginning of another exasperated sigh before he turned off the connection. She laughed. “Too easy.”

      It took forty-five minutes before their target exited, and they followed him from above as he walked down the street toward the nearest of his pawnshops. She’d wondered before why he didn’t portal to the place. Ruby’s opinion was that he liked being seen, enjoyed being perceived as a man of the people, as part of the community. In any case, it made tracking him possible. Morrigan and Ruby agreed it wasn’t a long-term solution, though. They needed a better way to keep tabs on targets in general and follow them if they chose to use magical transport. Her sister claimed she was working on it, but Morrigan planned to bring it up with Margrave herself, nonetheless.

      She carried a burner phone and recorded pictures and videos of the various shops he stopped in to share with Alejo. He visited three before suddenly entering a small specialty shop they’d never connected him to before. It wasn’t a pawnshop, but it did sell magic items. Morrigan said, “I wonder if this is the legitimate face of the operation or something? Maybe money-laundering, like on TV shows?”

      Idryll shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve seen those shows. It would be good to know what’s going on inside there. Will your fancy box work?”

      Morrigan shook her head. “There won’t be cameras in there, I’m sure. Criminals tend not to enjoy being watched and recorded. We’ll need to do it the hard way.” They descended to street-level, crossed to the opposite side, and searched all accessible surfaces of the cube, including the roof. The structure had no windows, and only two doors, neither of which would be easy or quiet to open. She growled, “Dammit. I guess we go back up and wait until he comes out. Hopefully, there’s nothing super important going on in there.”
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        * * *

      

      Goryo had silently observed the dwarf’s entrance from a hidden corner inside, pleased to see he had come alone. While he could have simply destroyed the place to find what he was looking for, he preferred finesse whenever possible. When he’d put the word out on the streets about the presence of the precious object contained in the shop, he’d been sure it would generate a response. As always, it was nice to be right.

      He said, “Good of you to come.”

      Grentham spun with his hands raised, ready to defend or attack, and Goryo made a clucking noise over the pistol he held pointed at the other man’s face. “Remain calm. It’s loaded with anti-magic rounds. There’s no need for us to fight. We are, more or less, on the same side.”

      His response was a snarled, “I would say less than more on that front.”

      Goryo inclined his head. “As you wish. Nonetheless, I believe our mutual employer made it clear you are to provide me with whatever tools I require, correct?”

      Grentham sighed. “Yeah, he did. So, I presume you’ve been through the place?”

      “No. I chose to wait so you could show me around.” The grinding of the other man’s teeth was audible, and he inwardly smiled while maintaining a stoic expression. The dwarf dropped his hands, and he lowered the weapon. “Shall we?”

      His unwilling host showed him the various objects in the cabinets, which included weapons and defenses, plus pendants and spelled jewelry of multiple kinds. The only thing they all had in common was their potency, which was higher than items sold in the city’s other shops. Goryo observed, “I had wondered where the best pieces were held. Now I know. Who are your clients?”

      “Mr. and Mrs. None-of-your-business, buddy.”

      Goryo laughed. “I understand it’s hard to know your employer has so little faith in you that he felt the need to bring me in. Don’t worry. My time here is transitional. Once the very lucrative contract I’ve undertaken is complete, you won’t see me again. So, ultimately, it’s in your best interest to assist me.” He pointed at several objects. “I’ll take those.”

      Grentham sighed but collected them and handed them over, each in its soft fabric bag. “See that you return those when you finish with the task. Nothing about the arrangement said you get to keep my stuff.”

      Goryo nodded. “Except for one item.”

      “Which one?”

      “The one you haven’t shown me. The one you have hidden away in a secure location. The most valuable object in the shop. You know of what I speak.”

      Grentham growled, “How did you find out about that?”

      He shrugged. “I have my ways. Now, give it to me.” He twitched the pistol slightly to emphasize his command.

      For a moment, he thought the dwarf would balk, would decide that battle was preferable to surrendering the precious object. However, the other man turned, grumbled, and walked into the back room. Goryo followed at a careful distance and watched him spin the dial on a large combination lock, then open the door of the heavy safe. Grentham placed an ornate black carved wooden box on the table on the desk. “There. Go ahead and put it on.”

      Goryo shook his head. “I am neither stupid nor uninformed, dwarf. Open the container.” With a sigh, as if to say that his patience had reached its end, the other man removed the top to reveal a silver octopus-shaped bracelet, large enough to go over wrist and forearm. “Good. Now close the box and step away.”

      Grentham grinned as he did so. “Sure you don’t want to put it on here?”

      Goryo stared hard into the other man’s eyes. “I’m aware of the bonding process, which would make that decidedly dangerous, even if I was able to trust your motives fully.”

      “Well, I guess you can’t give that one back, at least not voluntarily.”

      Goryo stepped forward and took the box, then backed out toward the front door. “Indeed. Thank you for your obedience.” He turned and left, moving quickly to enter an autonomous vehicle he had arranged earlier. Within moments, he was blocks away.
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        * * *

      

      Grentham yelled a string of curses at sufficient volume that he was sure people heard him halfway down the block. When he’d gotten himself under control, he pulled out his phone and called his partner. “Our friend visited to get some supplies. He’s in the wind. I think any obligation we had to him, other than finding him and killing him when all this is over, is done.”

      Jared Trenton replied, “Good. We’ll start thinking about how to do that right after we figure out the plan to take out those costumed bastards who have been getting in the way of our operations. That’s a conversation for tomorrow, at the office. For now, meet at The Armory, half an hour?”

      Grentham sighed. “Yeah, I could use a drink. See you there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The entry into the mountain was uneventful, and the path beyond led downward in a gentle spiral. The passage was narrow, the ceiling only a foot higher than Ruby’s head, and offered a pronounced feeling of claustrophobia with rough-hewn walls less than an arm’s reach away to the left and right. After an hour of walking, they arrived at what appeared to be a resting place, an area carved into the outer side of the passageway suitably large for three or four people to relax in comfort. They agreed to forge on, both eager to get to the task ahead.

      When they came to the next opportunity to step off the path an hour later, Ruby was annoyed, hungry, and in need of a break from the plodding monotony of putting one foot in front of the other. She collapsed onto the floor, and her teacher laughed. “Giving up already, minari?

      Ruby shook her head. “Not at all. Refueling for what’s to come.” She handed over one of several protein bars she’d brought along and tore into another.

      Keshalla sat beside her and took a small bite with a grimace. “I don’t know how you eat these things. We should’ve made some decent trail bread.”

      Ruby nodded. She was a big fan of the heavy, dried fruit and nut-filled provisions that were the Mist Elves’ historical road food. “Yeah, but we didn’t have time, so quit complaining.” She drank from one of the canteens she’d brought along and shared it with her teacher. “So, what else do you know about what’s coming for us?”

      Keshalla lifted an eyebrow. “Technically, we are going to it, not the other way around.” Ruby stuck out her tongue, and her mentor replied with an imperious nod. “In any case, no one knows much. I will share the legend if you think you can behave long enough to hear it.”

      She made a show of considering the question, then shrugged. “I’ll do my best. No promises.”

      The other woman rolled her eyes and drank from the canteen before continuing. “So, once upon a time, a solitary Mist Elf locked himself away from the rest of our people with the intent of focusing purely on his magical research.”

      She interrupted, “I can see the appeal of that. My roommates are always distracting me when I try to work on a project.”

      Her teacher scowled. “Yes, isn’t it annoying when you’re interrupted?”

      Ruby laughed. “Boom. Point for you. I’ll shut up.”

      “Gods be praised. Anyway, it’s believed he created a series of defenses to protect himself from outsiders, and when they were complete, sent a message to the nearby villages telling them to leave him alone.”

      She interrupted again, “But they didn’t.”

      “You’re very wise.” The sarcastic tone left her teacher’s voice as she continued, “In any case, yes, many did try to find him, either as a game for unwise children, a rite of passage for young adults, or possibly for more nefarious purposes on the part of the adults who made the attempt. After all, who knows what he might have created in his hermitage, right?” Ruby nodded but remained silent, earning her a nod of approval from Keshalla. “Most of the latter didn’t return, and the younger ones who did make it back never tried again. As with the venamisha, something prevented them from being able to talk about the experience afterward, so we don’t fully know.”

      “Magic that causes people to forget your defenses is a great plan if you want to keep them from sharing knowledge to figure out your tricks and traps. I wonder if I could get one of those for my roommates.”

      Keshalla ignored her comment. “In the end, a mystic had a dream about him. In it, the hermit spoke of the one who would eventually discover his secrets, and the mystics chose to believe it was a true foretelling.”

      “And it said?”

      “I’m paraphrasing, but the vision showed the person as young, with a foot on both sides of reality, a conqueror of battles of might, wit, and wisdom, fully capable of undertaking the horrific battle that awaits those who quest for his knowledge.”

      Ruby scowled. “That doesn’t sound particularly positive.”

      Keshalla shrugged. “The mystics predicted it would be someone with an unusual mental state, possibly multiple personalities. They were looking primarily for news of anyone who had returned damaged from the world in between. Now they know it’s an average crazy person. Namely, you.”

      She replied dryly, “Ha, ha, ha. This mystic thing seems more like a dice roll than a science.”

      “Very possible.”

      Ruby was silent for a moment, then another. Finally, she asked, “Did anyone mention what kind of defenses the hermit created? Because that scraping sounds like it’s getting louder.” Both women climbed to their feet and peered down the passageway, but its curve prevented them from seeing anything.

      Keshalla replied, “I already told you no information got out. Still, it certainly seems as if we might have discovered the outer layer of his protection.” She drew her daggers, more appropriate than a sword for the corridor’s confined area.

      Ruby pulled out hers and summoned a force buckler on her other arm. “All right. Let’s go find whoever is making that irritating noise and make them stop.”

      Sound traveled strangely through the structure because it was ten more minutes before the passage emerged into a chamber. It was almost shocking, after the unbroken uniformity of most of their descent, to see the large open space. It was a perfect dome, the top arcing high above, smooth walls descending to a flat surface of polished stone. A glowing ball that hovered near the uppermost point of the room provided illumination. It was empty except for what had once been a Mist Elf male but was now something more. Or less, maybe.

      He wore only tattered trousers that left most of his body on display. It was a mixture of flesh and metal, arranged with no particular logic, almost as if the foreign substance had grown from within according to some design only it understood. The scraping came from a heavy metal chain wrapped around his torso that dragged on the floor behind him as he moved slowly through the space. His path was seemingly random, as he changed direction in fits and starts. One abrupt turn caused the chain to whip out like a weapon, whistling through the air.

      Ruby said, “Okay, that’s really weird, and that chain is deeply worrisome. Very dangerous. You go first.”

      Keshalla shook her head and traded her daggers for swords. Ruby followed suit, drawing her sword and gripping her spell dagger in her offhand. Her teacher observed, “We should come at him from different sides. One has to assume there’s more than the chain if he’s supposed to be an actual deterrent.”

      “Maybe his purpose is only to scare off potential intruders?”

      “Perhaps. It would make far more sense to have him do both, and it is a magical scientist we’re talking about here. Except for you, I’ve found all of those I’ve encountered to be highly logical.”

      Ruby nodded and let the jibe pass unanswered. “Okay. I’ll go left. You go right.” She moved without waiting for a response. The figure didn’t react, simply kept moving as if she wasn’t there. Well, hell, this almost seems unfair. The thought had barely crossed her mind when the ambushers struck. Large slabs of stone, previously invisible due to their perfect integration with the walls, fell inward to reveal four more flesh-and-metal figures.

      The two nearest Ruby rushed her, and she had a moment to realize they each had a large, pointed spike in place of a forearm and a hand and carried a small shield in the other. The circular bucklers were etched with runes and shone in defiance of their likely age. A yelp escaped her, and she charged back the way she had come, not wanting to put herself between the chain-dragger and the other two. Her teacher did the same on the opposite side of the room.

      It segmented the enemies neatly, two of the newcomers going after Keshalla, two of them rushing her. She settled her weight and positioned her sword in a diagonal guard, then thrust the dagger toward the nearest to dispatch a force bolt at him. The magic flew out, causing the air to ripple from its passage, and her foe lifted the shield to block it. The impact slowed him but didn’t stop him. Ruby yelled, “The shields can absorb a portion of power cast at them.”

      Her teacher shouted back, “Got it. The metal parts of their bodies aren’t impervious, but it would take quite a while to hack through them. Aim for the flesh.”

      Ruby stepped to her right to ensure the closest enemy was between her and the one she’d struck with her magic. She sent a force blast at his feet, and he reacted by leaping into the air and whipping a metal leg around at her head far faster than she expected he could. Her only defense was to collapse to the floor, and she turned the move into a foot sweep, her heel connecting with his flesh-and-bone foot to topple him. She spun up in time to catch the other man’s spike on her sword, the direct impact of strength against strength sending pain through her hand and arm.

      She called, “Damn, these things are strong,” and stabbed her dagger through to slash at the wrist of the shield hand. He dropped it as she scored a line of blood on his flesh. She’d planned to give the one on the floor a kick to the head, but he was already spinning to try to take her legs out, and she wanted no part of ground fighting with either of the pair. A blind jump backward took her out of range, and she cringed until her boots hit the surface again.

      She discharged a cone of flame large enough to encompass both of her enemies. The one she’d knocked down interposed a shield that drank some of the power and caused the rest to flow around him. The other wasn’t so quick, and his organic portions blistered from the heat. He collapsed with a scream of pain, and it reminded Ruby why fire seemed almost as much a punishment as a weapon. A scrape and a whistle entered her consciousness from her right side, and she immediately fell and tumbled into a backward somersault, feeling the heavy chain catch at her hair as she moved.

      Ruby rolled up and sidestepped another slash from the metal links, this one a diagonal that would’ve struck her at the joint of shoulder and neck. She blasted him with force, and where the magic crossed the path of the chain, the weapon soaked it in. She turned, ran toward her teacher’s sole remaining opponent, and thrust her sword through him from behind before he knew she was there. “The chain absorbs magic, too.”

      Keshalla shook her head. “A formidable defense indeed. Why did you leave the ambusher alive?”

      Ruby scowled at her. “Oh, I thought it would be more fun. Tell you what, you deal with the big guy and I’ll go take the other one out.” Unfortunately, Keshalla was already in motion toward the last ambusher, who had gained his feet and was rushing to engage, leaving the one with the chain for Ruby. She muttered, “Fine, be that way,” then raised her voice and shouted, “Hey, ugly. Bring it on.”

      Her taunt had zero effect, and his progress toward her had the same fits and starts as his plodding walk. I wonder if he’s broken, or maybe whatever passes for his mind has been damaged by the monotony of wandering the room. The chain came down at a diagonal, and she sidestepped it, then the figure circled it up and tried the same attack again. “Okay, so you have a big weapon, but you’re not very bright. I get it.”

      She layered her left arm in force magic several inches thick and charged him with a yell. Predictably, he whipped the chain at her, and she caught the blow on her arm, letting the tip wrap around it. It buzzed as it chewed on the power that protected her, and the pain of that assault radiated through her skeleton. She grabbed the chain and yanked it, which hurt even more but pulled him a step off balance. It provided the room she needed to slip forward and drive her sword through the side of his neck that was metal-free. He fell without a sound, like a robot with its electricity cut, and blood seeped from the wound.

      She sensed an approach and turned, raising her blade to block, but it was only her teacher. Ruby sighed. “Well. That was fun. Can we head home now?”

      Keshalla shook her head. “You don’t want to disappoint the mystics, do you?”

      “Jury’s out.”

      Her mentor laughed and pointed at one of the alcoves. “There’s another passage behind that opening. Looks dangerous. You go first.” Ruby sheathed her sword, pulled out her dagger, and obeyed her mentor’s instruction.
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      The passage led downward for only a dozen or so revolutions before opening into a new room. Several feet inside the entrance lay three separate openings to different corridors. Ruby groaned. “Decisions. I hate decisions.”

      “That explains a lot about you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. How about the middle?”

      “Lead on.”

      As soon as she stepped across the threshold, a barrier appeared behind her, sizzling into place with a burst of magic. She spun and pushed against it, receiving a shock in return. “Ow, damn hell damn. Force and lightning? Kind of overkill, if you ask me.”

      The magical wall didn’t block sound. Keshalla replied, “Looks like we’re on our own for the moment. I’ll take the left one. Call out whenever you make a turn so we can keep track of each other.”

      She nodded. “Sorry I got you into this.”

      Her teacher laughed. “I got myself into this, as you might recall,” and stepped out of view. Ruby called out when she made a right turn, then again when she made a left, but no reply sounded in return. She pushed worry to the back of her mind, knowing that if anyone was capable of making it through to the other end, it was Keshalla. Probably more likely to survive this than I am, to be honest.

      The attack came out of nowhere as a panel slid aside unexpectedly to reveal another of the flesh-and-metal amalgams. This version wore only a strange faded green loincloth, thankfully in better shape than the trousers the last had worn. Both of his arms ended in the wicked spikes, and they stabbed out at her in tandem. She intercepted one with the force shield and caught the other on the dagger’s crosspiece, circling the weapon out and away. She slammed a kick into his stomach, but the metal there proved to be unyielding.

      The thing’s only fleshy parts were one leg, the other thigh, and part of his upper arm. He snapped his forehead at her in a head butt, and she threw herself backward to avoid it. No more broken noses, thanks. The move left her pressed back against the wall, and he took advantage of the situation and pinned her there. She tried to wriggle out to her right, and the spike on that side slammed into the wall, blocking her way. Trying to do the same in the opposite direction met the same result.

      She snapped her dagger up at his face, and he jerked his head to the side to avoid the point. It was weird seeing his body react without any change to the expression on his metallic features. She took advantage of the distraction to smash her knee into his groin. His reaction suggested the loincloth covered flesh rather than metal as his breath shot out and he staggered backward. She followed up with a slice to his upper arm and blasted flame at the living portion of his leg. He screamed in pain and threw himself bodily at her, smashing her back against the wall. Her skull cracked against the rock, sending stars through her vision, and a trickle of blood from her scalp slipped onto her neck and made her shiver.

      Ruby growled, “Okay, scumbag, enough of that.” She took an extra moment to gather her power and blasted it out in a force wave. Unlike the previous room's enemies, this one didn’t have much capacity for magic absorption. He flew backward and crashed into the wall behind him. She threw another focused blast at his face, slamming his skull back off the rock. You did it to me. Now I did it to you. Fair play. The way he sank to the ground, clearly dazed, suggested living matter inside his metal skull, too. She stepped forward and kicked it, smashing his head into the stone again. He fell flat on his face and stopped moving.

      Ruby reached a hand back to check her damage, and it returned covered in blood. She pulled the healing flask from her belt and drank a quarter of it, stiffening momentarily in discomfort as the wound sealed itself. She stored the vial, drew a deep breath, then continued forward, looking for her next challenge.
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        * * *

      

      Keshalla stalked through the passageway, calling out each directional decision she made, not at all convinced her voice was carrying to her student. She wasn’t afraid for Ruby, was confident she could handle whatever she might encounter as long as she kept her wits about her. Hopefully, I’ve trained her well enough that she can and will.

      She heard her foe coming before he appeared, the slight scrape of metal on stone from the right angle ahead all the alert she needed. She charged forward and rounded the corner with a dagger before her in defense, and the other chambered to stab at whatever she encountered. Another of the metal-and-flesh beings stood before her, this one a woman wearing a torn and tattered dress. The metal had consumed her in a strange diagonal, leaving her head, right arm, and part of her chest flesh, as well as portions of both legs. Her living hand gripped a wand. The other ended in a spike similar to the ones they’d seen already, with the addition of four wicked barbs a few inches back from the tip.

      Keshalla stabbed low, attempting to cut into the artery that ran along the flesh leg, but the woman brought her metal arm down to block. The wand snapped forward and discharged a wash of flame. Keshalla calmly summoned a tall barrier of force to deflect the fire past her, then pushed that shield ahead at her opponent. It knocked the witch backward a step. The flames faltered, and Keshalla's defense failed as the woman’s wand drank in its power. She stepped ahead and slashed with her left dagger, aiming for the arm, but a force shield intercepted her blow. “You’re good. Makes me think our final enemy might be someone to be reckoned with.”

      She brought the right-hand knife around in a wide strike, and the metal arm again reached up to interpose itself. The move opened the woman’s leg, and Keshalla stamped her heel on the floor at the correct angle to extend the hidden blade beneath the toe. She kicked forward and stabbed it deep into her opponent’s thigh, then wrenched it to the side. The weapon did more damage coming out than it had going in, and she used the moment of her foe’s stunned disbelief at the injury to stab her in the neck with a dagger. The other woman fell, and Keshalla stepped over her without a second thought, flicking her knife to clean it and stomping her foot to retract the blade.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby emerged from her passageway after fighting two more enemies, each almost identical to the first. She’d downed more of her healing potion after each fight and had made a dent in her energy potion to keep her moving. Keshalla stepped out from a different passage a moment afterward. Her teacher asked, “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Never better. This is like a vacation. We should come here every year.”

      Her teacher gestured ahead. “I guess that door is where we’re supposed to go.”

      Ruby turned her head and saw the entrance in question, an ornate barrier of wooden planks and metal bands that looked as if it would fit perfectly in a medieval castle. It was covered with runes and possessed no obvious handle or lock. “Any of that graffiti mean anything to you?”

      Her teacher sheathed her weapons. “It’s a defensive charm that makes the barrier stronger. It contains lots of threats and warnings as well.”

      “Awesome. Do we have to decipher it? Some kind of test?”

      “Doubtful. Shield yourself.” Ruby obeyed instantly, which was the right choice since the bolts of power Keshalla threw at the door reduced it to splinters. The shards inexplicably flew toward them rather than away, battering their defenses.

      When the flying wood had completed its attempt to shred them, Ruby dropped the shield and shook her head. “Subtle. Aren’t you the one who always talks about finesse?”

      Keshalla shrugged. “Sometimes, you have to overpower an opponent.”

      “Even if it’s a door?”

      “Especially if it’s a door.”

      Ruby sighed. “I have this vague sense you’re trying to use this as some sort of educational experience. If you are, I’m missing it.”

      Her mentor laughed. “That’s different than normal, how?”

      Rather than reply, Ruby sheathed her dagger, drew her sword, and headed through the opening into the room beyond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The chamber that lay through the doorway was different from any they’d seen so far. It was angular, with enough sides that Ruby didn’t know the correct prefix. Nonagon? Decagon? I think there are twelve. Each of the flat surfaces, aside from the one housing the entrance, was identically arranged with a waist-high work surface and bookshelves that rose above it to the ceiling twenty feet overhead. Tomes, devices, and abundant unrecognizable objects filled it. The scientist portion of her brain immediately wanted to stay there forever. She breathed, “This is the kind of place you can get some serious research done in.”

      Keshalla nodded. “It’s big enough around that you could do combat training in here, too. Maybe I’ll move in when we finish.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Maybe I’ll move in after. Speaking of which, doesn’t an empty room seem a little anticlimactic?”

      Her mentor didn’t get the chance to respond. A scraping voice filled with arrogance asked, “Why have you invaded my workshop?”

      Ruby turned a circle, seeking the source, but it seemed to be coming from everywhere. She exchanged glances with the other woman, who shrugged and declined to speak. “Okay, sure, fair question. We’re here for an artifact weapon. Perhaps you’d like to hand it over? It would save a lot of time and effort.”

      Booming laughter echoed from the walls, and without transition, a third figure was suddenly in the room with them. He was completely metal but displayed a softness that hadn’t been present in the others they’d faced. His expression moved smoothly as it shifted from humor back to seriousness, making his skin's silver surface look as if it were another hue of flesh. “You mean this?” He gestured, and a sword appeared, a virtual twin to hers, hovering at ceiling height and slowly spinning in the center of the space.

      Ruby said, “Aww, there’s only one. Guess since I can’t wield dual swords yet, it’ll have to be mine.”

      Keshalla shrugged. “Just means I’ll have to find the other half of the pair if you fail. Sounds like an interesting quest.”

      The man snarled, “Silence. You have come to take a sword, but you shall receive only death.” A whine entered his tone. “Why will no one listen to my warnings or leave me to my work? Why must you all think you know more than I do when such a thing is obviously impossible?”

      Ruby realized that whatever else the figure was, he was insane. Too much isolation, maybe. I have to remember he’s not likely to respond predictably to anything. Out loud, she replied, “I don’t suppose we could agree that you give us the sword, and we go on our merry way and leave you to your work?”

      He extended his right hand. A sudden flash caused both Ruby and Keshalla to step back into defensive poses. When the illumination subsided, he held a large staff, taller than he was, curved and twisted into a strange and uncomfortable spiral. It appeared to be constructed of bone and metal. The former was polished to a blinding white, and the latter shone silver, considerably more brilliant than the dusky gray of his skin. Ruby summoned her force shield around her body and shook her head. “I’m going to skip the lewd joke here and merely say that his weapon looks more well-cared-for than any of the defenses we’ve seen so far.”

      He waved his other hand in a lazy circle, and another burst of light filled the room. When it subsided, there were twelve of him present, one for each of the walls. Ruby said, “Dodecagon, that’s right.”

      Keshalla snapped, “Focus,” and lurched into motion. All the other figures did as well, casting magic or stepping forward to strike with their staves. Ruby shouted, “Kagji,” and her pendant’s protective shadow barrier materialized around her. She leapt into a flying kick at the nearest version of their foe and almost lost her balance when she passed through without contact. The figure laughed from behind, and the others echoed the sound. Guess it was too much to hope the illusions would vanish when struck, right?

      Keshalla whipped her blade through several false versions of the madman until a clang sounded as her sword struck the bone-and-metal staff. Another flash of light appeared immediately, and when it faded the figures were rearranged. Ruby yelled, “Not good.”

      Her teacher replied, “Don’t trust vision. Push your senses.”

      She nodded. It wasn’t one of her strongest areas of magic. She had found spare moments to practice, though, and no longer needed to close her eyes to significantly increase the focus of her other senses. The scent of metal came to her from off to her left, a definite clue. Sound was useless since all the figures were babbling, and she wasn’t interested in trying to lick any of them, so taste was out. So, she followed her nose and tested the theory with her sense of touch in the form of figure-eight slashes of her sword. Magic slammed off her shields as the man she’d identified blasted power from his staff, and she felt the pendant’s protection shred under the impact.

      She figured the force shield an inch away from her skin would handle at least one attack, so she continued forward. He shifted the staff into two hands and swiped across at her. She leaned back to let it pass in front of her and took a blast of lightning in the face from the bottom tip. The energy cascaded over her magical defense, seeking a way in. She focused her power into the protective barrier, stabilizing the chips and divots, and moved with the figure as he tried to lose himself among the others in an odd shell game.

      Keshalla came in from his backside and stabbed her sword forward in a blow that should have skewered him. He shot up toward the ceiling without warning, and her teacher barely retracted the blade before impaling her with it. The other woman observed, “Apparently being insane gives one interesting battle options. Maybe I’ve been too hard on you.”

      Ruby replied, “Shut it.” She dipped a hand into her left boot and threw the magic-penetrating knife at the figure. He blocked it with a sweep of the staff and light blazed, obscuring vision. When it faded, there were again twelve cackling crazy people in the room. This is not going as well as I’d hoped. Her nose led her toward the real one, and she ignored attacks from all other quarters.

      He cackled. “You are impressive, almost worthy. When you’re defeated and improved, you’ll serve as a useful deterrent to whatever fool follows you.”

      Ruby said, “I don’t want to be improved. You’re like the magical version of the Borg.” Chris Pine was her Kirk, but she had a soft spot in her heart for The Next Generation. She blasted a cone of flame from the dagger she’d drawn after throwing the knife and ran forward under its protection, intending to stab him with her sword. He called up a conical shield, judging from the way the fire wrapped around it, but her power had no effect even where it touched him. She skittered to her right and stabbed past the edge of the barrier. Her sword skipped off his metal flesh as if it was the skin of a battleship. Ruby yelled in frustration, “He’s unstoppable,” and spun out of the path of the staff as it whipped around at her skull again.

      Her teacher replied, “No one’s unstoppable.” She closed and hammered at him with her blades, faster than Ruby had ever seen her move, quicker than she ever hoped to be, even on her best day. Her swords slashed and tested, stabbing and cutting at legs, arms, and head. Aside from generating sparks and a couple of deep scratches, the attack showed no obvious effect.

      The figure laughed again. “Now it is clear who is the master and who the student. It will be instructional for you to see your superior defeated.” He shifted his attention to Keshalla. Ruby had no idea what to do other than hope his metal skin was magical because she couldn’t conceive of how to get through it otherwise. She sheathed her dagger and her sword simultaneously, then pulled the throwing knife from her boot with her right hand, hiding the point under her outstretched fingers so as not to give him warning if he turned back to her.

      She crafted a veil while Keshalla dodged and deflected attacks from their foe. It cost her a moment to ensure the concealment would hold up against all senses, but when it was ready, she slipped ahead quietly. Ruby waited for the opportunity she needed to present itself. When it did, she lunged forward like an Olympic fencer and stabbed the knife into the spot where shoulder and neck joined. The blow had all the brute strength she could put behind it, her hope that between sheer velocity and the weapon’s magic it would penetrate his skin. Please work.

      The blade sank in no more than an inch, but it felt like a victory. She fired lightning at the area, and its touch on his skin was no more effective than her flames had been. Still, the dagger had created a vulnerability, and the electricity traveled through it beyond the protection of his metallic outer layer. He stiffened, rising on his toes, and Keshalla used that second of opportunity to disarm him, slamming both of her swords across in parallel horizontal strikes to knock the staff flying. The mad Mist Elf sank to his knees, clearly in pain. He cackled with a harsh burble. “You will heal me after you fail to master the sword. Then you will be mine.” Keshalla stepped over, yanked the knife out of his shoulder, and stabbed it deep into his throat. She blasted her power through it, and he collapsed, his metal features losing their suppleness and turning him into a seemingly lifeless statue.

      Ruby collected the thrown blade she’d missed with and slipped it back into her boot. “Well, that sucked. A lot.”

      Keshalla nodded, holding the other throwing knife in her hand. “He was brilliant. Insane, but brilliant. Such a waste.” Her teacher shook her head, then gazed up at the weapon hovering overhead. “By all accounts, you’ll have one more battle with the sword. I can’t help you with that, but know that I’ll be waiting, however long it takes. I’ll keep this in case he gets up.” She twitched the blade. “Now get to it before something else shows up to try to stop us.”
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      Ruby extended her telekinesis and pulled the hovering sword down to her. When it touched her palm, everything went white again, as it had when the insane Mist Elf had used his magic. She spun reflexively, swinging the weapon in a circle to defend against any attack that might be on the way. When the brilliance faded, she was no longer in the room, no sword was in her hand, and a figure stood to the side, clapping softly. The Mist Elf woman was dressed in a long flowing gown, had upswept hair piled atop her head, brilliant sapphire eyes, and thankfully not a hint of metal. The stranger said, “Welcome. It is wonderful to have someone finally break the monotony. I did so enjoy your little dance.” She delivered the words with bright humor and a smile that stripped them of all offense.

      Ruby nodded, surreptitiously scanning the surrounding area for threats while appearing to focus her attention on the woman. “Thank you. I do try my best. What is this place?”

      Laughter preceded the explanation. “You could call it your imagination, I suppose. Or mine. That said, I think a change of setting is in order.” She snapped her fingers, and the featureless plane they’d been standing on shifted and slid into a new configuration. What had been cracked earth under her feet was now sand, and ocean waves lapped behind the other woman. Her host lifted the hem of her long dress, slipped off the elegant shoes she wore underneath it and turned toward the water. “Won’t you join me?”

      Ruby looked down and discovered she no longer wore her armor but a warrior’s dress, the skirt slit up both legs for unrestricted movement, and sandals with leather wrappings that extended to her calves. Okay, sure. This is definitely better than fighting a crazy person who carries a weapon made of people. She strolled forward until she stood at the woman's side, the comfortably cool water covering their feet. “I’m Ruby, Ruby Achera.” When no response was forthcoming, she prompted, “Who are you?”

      The other woman’s laugh was like a soft bell chiming. “You can call me Shalia.”

      “How long have you been, uh, here?” Ruby gestured vaguely at their surroundings.

      “An eternity, it seems.”

      Ruby stifled the frown that wanted to rise to her lips at her companion’s reticence. “Where were you before this?”

      Shalia’s face turned thoughtful. “The memories are scattered, like birds buffeted by uncertain breezes. I remember caring for a village. I remember a descent into the mountain, but I can’t recall why I did it.” She shrugged. “Now, I remember you. Everything in between is foggy and ethereal.”

      Ruby nodded. The sun hitting her felt nice, and she thought that maybe a vacation would do her well. Ha. As if there’s time for that. Speaking of which. “Uh, I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do here. Do you know?”

      “Of course. You have to win us over.”

      Okay, who’s us? Is that the royal us? “Any clue how I might accomplish that?”

      Her host laughed again. “You have already made great progress, Ruby. You’ve been polite, acceded to my request to share some time in the water, and have given me the honor of your name.” She sighed. “Now I must ask the important question, one that will determine whether you have a chance of surviving this experience.”

      Ruby took an involuntary step backward. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Survive?”

      Shalia turned to her with a soft smile. “Of course. You didn’t think the stakes would be any less, did you?”

      “Well, I have to admit, given how nice you are, I was kind of hoping for it.”

      The other woman shook her head sadly. “Unfortunately, I do not control all of this reality, only parts of it. I cannot change the requirements of the test.”

      Ruby set her feet, turned her face to the sun, and closed her eyes to focus her thoughts. When she felt ready, she opened them and nodded. “All right, then. Fire away.”

      “You are seeking a weapon of great power. How do you intend to employ it? Will you seek to rule? Will you wreak vengeance upon your enemies? Or will you lock us away in a cabinet against future threat?”

      Ruby thought about the question carefully before answering. “It’s possible at times that I might engage in all three, I suppose. Sometimes power is necessary, sometimes vengeance aligns with removing a danger that would threaten others, and certainly, every warrior puts up her sword for a time between campaigns. However, my goal, my purpose, is to protect those who can’t protect themselves and to defend my chosen home from those who would do its people harm.”

      “What if your perspective toward your chosen home changes?”

      “I’m not the most virtuous person ever, and I certainly suffer from weaknesses, an abundance of them if you believe my family. Still, my purpose is charitable, maybe even noble. I believe if suddenly I could no longer be part of my community, I would find another to serve and defend.”

      The other woman’s face tightened in concern. “Serve? You would acquire an item of power such as this and consider yourself a servant rather than a leader?”

      “I would.”

      She grinned. “Correct answer. You’re halfway there. Good luck with the other.”

      Ruby’s reply, “What other?” was lost as the world around her wrenched, the beach scene replaced by a snowy mountaintop. Wind whipped with a keening wail, and she shivered in the provided garments, which were far more suitable for summer than winter. If this place is partially from my imagination, let’s see if I can do something about that. She focused on what she’d worn beneath the mountain and felt it on her skin. She imagined the outfit was warm and impervious to the elements, and suddenly that was true. Her tightened muscles relaxed.

      From behind, a sarcastic snarl observed, “Well done. Of course, even a child could accomplish that.” She turned and saw a male Mist Elf dressed in long trousers and a knee-length tunic that recalled what Shalia had worn. “I am Tyrsh. Welcome to my mountain, Ruby Achera.”

      She snarked, “What’s your deal?”

      “There’s fire in you, excellent.” Arrogant laughter colored the words. “I’ve witnessed your martial prowess in the fight against our creator, as I have observed the few others who reached this place.”

      “This mountaintop?” It came out a little more sarcastic than she’d intended.

      “Don’t be an idiot,” he snapped. “Only one issue is at hand here. What will you sacrifice to reach your goals?”

      She growled, “Is this where I have to say I’m willing to die for my principles?”

      Tyrsh countered, “Are you?”

      “Not if I can help it. Life is precious and staying alive means living to fight another day. I would not spend that particular coin so casually.”

      He gave a sharp nod. “Where’s the line? Would you die to save one? To preserve ten? A hundred, a thousand, a million? What level of death would be worthy of your oh-so-noble self-sacrifice?”

      Ruby put her hands on her hips to avoid throwing obscene gestures at him. His words had undercut her confidence and ticked her off besides. She gathered her remaining calm and exhaled. “It’s impossible to know, isn’t it? If it were the right person, I would do it without resistance. My sister, for instance. Idryll. Keshalla.” She gave a small shrug. “Other than that, such a question will always be situational. Since I’m not precognitive, I can’t predict what might happen.”

      “A deflection,” he barked.

      She shook her head. “The truth, and nothing but.”

      His stance changed, relaxing from aggressive to languid. He didn’t quite smile, but there was satisfaction in his visage. “You’ll do, Ruby Achera. I look forward to seeing what you become. Use us wisely.”

      She yelled the question at the front of her mind as the feeling of falling overwhelmed her senses. “Are there more than two of you?” No answer was forthcoming, and she snapped back into her body with enough force to fall backward, still holding the sword.

      Keshalla was instantly at her side. “Are you okay?”

      Ruby sighed as a wave of exhaustion swept over her. “So, you know that thing about artifact weapons being sentient and having a personality?”

      She nodded. “I do. Did you get along with it?”

      Ruby shook her head, unable to describe the intensity of the experience. “All I can say is that, appropriate to the man who created it, the sword has multiple personalities. And neither of the two I encountered has their full complement of mental marbles.”

      Her teacher chuckled lightly for a moment, then sat and laughed harder. Eventually, Ruby had to join in. When they had both run out of mirth, Keshalla shook her head. “Well, minari, in that case, I can’t think of a more appropriate weapon for you.”
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      Gabriel “The Nightmare” Sloane was not a happy man. In fact, that categorization understated the matter significantly. He was outraged, insulted, and filled with a fury that hadn’t left him since the moment the mewling bureaucrat from Magic City informed him they’d denied his petition to build a casino there. We’ll see about that. The letter of the law can be such a useful thing.

      Outwardly, he did his best to maintain a normal demeanor, wearing his typical bespoke business suit with a blood-red tie and the most expensive shoes in his closet. A chunky silver bracelet encircled his right wrist and could easily slide down over the knuckles to serve as a weapon. He’d used it before and imagined it was inevitable that he’d someday do so again. A stiletto rested in an inner pocket, more as a remembrance than anything else. A pair of rings, the family seals from two criminal organizations he’d ended, adorned his left hand. He’d killed the head of the first on behalf of the other and the leader of the second as revenge for trying to double-cross him. They all served as a reminder of his roots and a confirmation that whatever happened, he always came out on top.

      His wife, Julianna, sat across from him in the back of his limousine. She’d crossed her long legs, and the tight red sheath clinging to her body showed them off to great advantage, right down to the matching stiletto heels. They each held whiskey tumblers filled with the most expensive brand he had on hand. Tonight was important. Tonight was pivotal. Whether he was destined to win or lose the war, he would luxuriate in every experience it brought to him, as he had with each challenge life had delivered so far.

      His rumination was interrupted by a light knock on the window. He pushed the switch to lower it, and his black-uniformed security guard said, “Perimeter established. Goryo has checked in and says he’ll be on time. Trenton is about two minutes away.”

      Sloane idly swirled the single sphere of ice in his drink. “We don’t have tracking on the specialist?”

      The sharp-boned and muscular guard with a blond flat-top shook his head. “He switched vehicles. Again.”

      He chuckled. “Paranoid bastard. I like him. Carry on.”

      He rolled up the window and asked his wife, “What are your thoughts on all this?”

      Her laugh was throaty and sexy, like everything else about her. He found her intelligence every bit as appealing as its container. “I think you should kill Trenton and his pet. Not punishing their failure makes you look too generous.”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. They’re still useful as a distraction. I wholeheartedly agree that they have proven not to be the partners we’d hoped to find in Ely.” He was quiet for a moment, thinking through his options. “Perhaps they can at least clear the path for the specialist.”

      Julianna nodded. “And if he, too, fails?”

      Sloane’s mouth stretched into a thin smile. “Why, then, we start killing everyone we can find with an interest in Magic City until they give us what we want.”

      She moved across to sit beside him and planted a light kiss full of promise on his lips. “There’s the man I love.”

      Another discreet knock was a prelude to the door opening. The security agent said, “They’re clean, boss.” The dwarf was the first one in, followed by his partner. Both looked appropriately nervous, although he sensed an aura of rebellion in the nonhuman. He let the silence stretch, and Trenton babbled, “We’re out here in the middle of nowhere. We had to use old-school GPS to find the place. No cell signal at all.”

      Of course, you idiot, that’s why I chose this location. Or, rather, why security chose it for me. “We’ve had a setback, above and beyond your consistent failures. It’s time to get completely serious. Tell me what you’re planning to do about the people interfering with our operations.”

      His wife added, “You better make it perfect. You’ve failed us too many times.” He patted her leg possessively.

      While Grentham's expression didn’t change, the dwarf’s voice sounded like it was on the verge of a tremble as he replied, “We have a good plan.”

      Sloane interrupted, “You discussed it only in secure locations?”

      Trenton nodded. “There is now a protected room at our headquarters. No signals in or out, and an anti-magic emitter, to be sure. Trust me, no one heard about it.”

      “Well, that’s one intelligent move on your part. Continue.”

      Grentham said, “Those people showed up in person at Spirits, so we think they might have a connection to or preference for that casino. Maybe they were hired as extra protection. We still have the gems we stole from there, so we figured we’d use them as the bait in the trap.”

      Julianna gave a moan that was on the edge of seductive. “Oh, do say more.”

      Sloane pushed the distraction of her magnetism away and encouraged, “Indeed, please do.”

      “Well, we thought we’d bring a fence in to buy the diamonds, set the meeting somewhere that gives us a solid advantage and be sure the details got out to them.”

      Sloane shook his head. “You faced them before and failed. Do better.”

      Trenton asked, “What if we let the information slip to all the criminal organizations who were part of the big robbery? They couldn’t help but show up, too, and in the chaos, we’d have the perfect chance to take out our targets.”

      Grentham added, “They won’t be able to resist that kind of score. No one will.”

      Sloane saw the war between the man’s greed and his desire for safety in his expression. Good. Don’t forget who you’re dealing with, little dwarf. You’ll stay alive a bit longer. He nodded. “Approved. Do it. But keep this in mind: it would be better that you die in the attempt than you fail me again. It’s sure to hurt less.” The duo bobbed their heads, and he waved them out of the car. When they were alone, he asked his wife, “So, what do you think?”

      Julianna shook her head. “I think they won’t be around for much longer.”

      He laughed. “I think the way you think is the most attractive thing about you.”

      She took his hand and caressed it with a kiss. “Then perhaps you need to be reintroduced to some of the rest.”

      “I’d like nothing more, but we do have one more person to talk to before we can engage in any indulgences.” She gave a playful pout and released him. They chatted about mundane matters until the guard repeated the entry sequence and Goryo slid into the seat across from them. Sloane said, “I hope prison wasn’t too much of a burden for you.”

      The other man chuckled. He was in trousers and a dress shirt and looked more like someone vacationing than he did someone recently released from jail. “It’s of no consequence. I have plans in place to deal with such things. Had you not arranged my release, others would have.”

      “It’s a pleasure working with a true professional.”

      “I feel the same.”

      Sloane sipped his drink. “Matters have reached a critical point. It’s time to go with the endgame option we discussed when I hired you.”

      The other man nodded, all hints of warmth gone as he shifted into business mode. “Any limits or restrictions?”

      “None.”

      “Very good. You will transfer the agreed-upon sum for this new assignment?”

      His wife purred, “Already done.”

      Goryo gave her a nod that lasted a beat longer than necessary, almost a bow, then met Sloane’s eyes again. “Excellent. I will ensure the ground is prepared for your move.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in the house in Ely, Demetrius stared at the feed from his surveillance bots monitoring the guy from the security company and frowned. He muttered to himself, “That’s not right. That doesn’t make any sense.” He triggered several searches to confirm the behavior he saw was indeed unique rather than part of a pattern that occurred over a long enough period that he might have missed it. Unfortunately, the computer confirmed his observation. Sometimes it sucks, being right all the time.

      He clicked the icon to dial Ruby, knowing she would want the information immediately, but it didn’t connect. He sent her a text message asking her to call, then sighed as silence reigned. She’d given him instructions if he needed to get word to her in an emergency, but he’d figured it was a joke at his expense. Only the critical nature of the behavior change in their surveillance target made him willing to go through with it. He left his room, walked upstairs to the attic, and knocked on Ruby’s door.

      When no one answered, he turned the knob and entered. His girlfriend’s cat, Idryll, lay on her back on the bed, seemingly fast asleep. She rolled over as he sat, stretching in that feline communication that clearly indicates anything you might need has to wait until they’re good and ready. She sat up primly when the move was complete, her eyes staring straight into his. “Right, okay, this is weird, but Ruby told me if I couldn’t reach her with a message, I could tell you.” He surreptitiously inspected her, looking for a recorder or a transmitter or something. She didn’t wear a collar, so any such device would have to be subcutaneous.

      He couldn’t imagine that being the case, but he also couldn’t figure out what conversing with Ruby’s cat would accomplish. “Anyway, the Aces Security people are acting weird. They’re not talking as much in general, and they went completely off the grid several times. Either they know they’ve been bugged or have become paranoid enough to put in some defenses on general principles. I guess they could be vacationing in the middle of the desert on an almost daily basis, but somehow I doubt that.”

      He smiled at his joke and waited for a response, but the feline continued to stare at him. He stood and patted her head. “Okay, right. Good kitty.” They hadn’t really bonded, and he figured it was because they competed for Ruby’s time. “Do whatever it is you’re supposed to do. I’ll see you when Ruby gets back.”

      If he’d looked back as he departed, he would’ve seen a very un-cat-like smile spreading across the feline’s face.
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      Ruby, Morrigan, and Idryll crossed the street into Margrave’s domain. Ruby had a duffel bag thrown over her shoulder filled with stuff to show him, and the shapeshifter was disguised as a human, courtesy of Morrigan's magic. Three people visiting a friend, nothing to see here. The animatronics in the yard hadn’t changed since their last visit that she could tell, but this time one of them she’d only superficially noticed before caught her eye. A capybara sat on the edge of the porch, occasionally rising on his hind legs to look at them. Ruby was pretty sure it smiled at her, and she shook her head at Margrave’s skills. Someday I’ll be that good.

      Her techno-magical mentor opened the door and ushered them inside with a smile. They headed immediately for his basement workshop, where a pot of coffee and mugs awaited their arrival, along with a tray of cookies. Morrigan asked, “You bake?”

      He laughed. “Often. It helps me relax.” When everyone was served and seated around the end of his worktable, he gestured at Ruby’s bag. “So, did you come bearing gifts?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Afraid not, but I did bring you some stuff to look at.” She pulled out her new sword first, handing the sheathed weapon to him.

      He asked, “May I?” She nodded, and he drew it from its scabbard. It shone brilliantly, and the slightly curved silver blade was etched along its length in symbols and letters. Some were in the Mist Elf language, but others she couldn’t decipher. “It’s beautiful. Does it have a name?”

      “Not yet. I’m working on that.”

      Morrigan, who was also seeing it for the first time, said, “Man, that’s awesome. You totally don’t deserve a weapon like that. You should let me take it.”

      She replied, “Believe me, it comes with challenges. No, you can’t have it.” He returned it, and she stored it back in the bag. Extracting her costume, she explained, “My teacher on Oriceran, Keshalla, got this for me. It’s leather but has clearly been treated with something to increase its flexibility and strength.” She passed the smooth tunic and trousers around.

      Margrave replied, “Very nice. It would be worth asking if magic was part of the process.”

      Ruby sighed. “I tried that already. She said, ‘Isn’t creating such a masterpiece a magic all of its own?’” The others laughed, and she shook her head. “See what I have to put up with? Everyone’s a comedian.” She stored it back in the bag and handed over her mask. “The tech at the government agency did a great job of integrating new eyepieces and communication devices into this without damaging its power.”

      He took it eagerly, almost snatching it from her hands, and lifted it to see the lenses in the light. Then he spun in his chair, grabbed a large magnifying glass, and used it to examine the implanted technology. Ruby and her partners traded smiles while he worked, obviously lost in the moment. When he finished, she had already unpacked the next item she wanted to show, and the small drone sat on the table in front of him with its fans rotated out into flight position. He handed back the mask. “This is amazing work. Really good. I’d love to meet whoever did it.” He gestured at the item on the desk. “That, on the other hand, is still a work in progress.”

      Ruby laughed. All the device’s insides were exposed since she hadn’t yet replaced the pieces she’d removed. She activated the controller, which required two hands to use, and flew the drone around the room. He watched it with a calculating eye and shrugged as it landed. “It’s a good beginning, for sure. I already started the printer going based on the schematics you sent and should have the panels in a couple of hours. I had to alter the specs a little because I realized we needed to control for weather. So instead of empty areas between the filaments, I’ve added a thin membrane. Should keep it waterproof in light rain, at least. If there’s a lot of wind, that thing’s too small to fly, anyway.”

      Ruby nodded. “I thought about the wind, but not the rain. Good call.”

      He accepted the controller from her and piloted the drone in a test circle around the workshop. Frowning at the object in his hands, he observed, “This thing is awkward. And big.”

      She shrugged. “It’s what came with it.”

      “We can do better. How about you leave this with me, and I’ll do the panels and work on the controller?”

      “Sure. I have another one to experiment with.”

      Morrigan interrupted, “Tell him about the electric knuckles things.”

      Ruby scowled. “I was getting to that. Shut up.”

      Idryll interjected, “They’re like this all the time. Can I move in with you?”

      Margrave laughed. “You’re always welcome. Unfortunately for you, so are they. I don’t think this would be the sanctuary you’re hoping for.”

      The shapeshifter sighed. “Maybe Abbott Thomas will let me live there.”

      Ruby countered, “Shut up, you. You’ve never had it so good.” She turned back to Margrave. “So, we came across a person who was wearing something that resembled brass knuckles but carried an electrical charge. We thought it might be a nice thing to have, the right amount to render someone unconscious, not enough to kill them or cause permanent damage.”

      He frowned. “Making the contact point is easily done. Figuring out the best means to power it is less so. I’m happy to work on it. You wouldn’t rather have gloves or something?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, I need my sense of touch too much for that.”

      “Okay. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe there’s a way to store the charge magically instead of using a battery.” Ideas percolated behind his eyes.

      “That would be great. We need some nonlethal options.”

      He replied, “Ancient civilizations used curare darts for that. I’m sure we could whip something similar up. Dosage might be difficult to calculate, though. The literature has the right amount for humans, but there’s probably not much study of how it affects magicals. Researching that sounds like fun. I’ll take a look.”

      Morrigan observed, “You have a strange idea of fun, Margrave.”

      He grinned. “I like what I like. What can I say?”

      Ruby said, “There’s one more thing I wanted to pick your brain on. We’ve agreed that we need a base of operations on the surface that’s not my house. You must know this area pretty well since you’ve lived here a long time, so we thought you might have some suggestions.”

      He frowned and playfully growled, “Because I’m old, you mean.”

      Ruby put her hand on her chest as if shocked by the accusation. “I would never say such a thing.”

      “You’d imply it, though.”

      She spread her hands wide. “Oh, all day long, for sure, imply. But not say.”

      They all shared a laugh at the banter, then he asked, “What are your requirements?”

      “Not much. Some space plus utilities for warmth, electricity, and plumbing. Doesn’t need to be fancy.”

      Morrigan added, “It should be secure, and ideally not have too many neighbors who would notice whatever activity might go on.”

      Margrave snapped his fingers. “I think I know just the spot. Feel like taking a walk?”
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        * * *

      

      It turned out to be a fairly lengthy walk, a couple of miles out into the undeveloped desert beyond Vagrant’s Crossing. Finally, they arrived at a dilapidated chain-link fence, wind-blown clean in places, rusty in others. The only thing new about it was the padlock on the gate, for which Margrave produced a key that permitted them entry. “I bought this property, I don’t know, twenty years ago or so. Never really had a use for it, but it was too good a deal to pass up. I thought I’d eventually convert it to a workshop, but as technology miniaturized, I needed less space to work. So, I never did anything with it.”

      Morrigan whispered, loud enough so everyone could hear, “Does he know it’s only a big empty field? I think he’s crazy.”

      Ruby couldn’t argue with her sister’s thinking. “So, are you crazy? Is it a mirage? What do you think we should be seeing?”

      Idryll replied, “I’m sure he has a reason.”

      She muttered, “Suck up.” The shapeshifter grinned.

      Margrave turned to look at them and walked backward. “You know, Mist Elves aren’t the only ones who can do disguises. Although mine is a little more technological.” He crossed to a patch of scrub, one of several thick growths in the area, and reached inside. Ruby magnified her hearing and sensed the click of a button, then quickly killed the magic as the ground nearby rumbled. Dirt and dust danced as the surface vibrated, then retracted to reveal a staircase leading down. “So, there you go, not crazy.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Not crazier than we already knew you were, anyway.”

      “Touché. Follow me. Last one in hit the button at the top to close the panel again.”

      Morrigan asked, “Won’t the disturbed dirt be obvious? Even though the door’s shut?”

      He laughed from ahead, and it echoed strangely in the narrow stairwell. “You’d think so. I put in a few hidden sprayers, and within ten minutes or so, you won’t be able to tell there’s anything there.”

      Ruby nodded. “Nice.”

      Idryll added, “See? Told you he wasn’t crazy.”

      She was distracted from replying as they entered a storage area with metal racks full of boxes. She read the stencil on the side of one. “Meal, Combat, Individual, Spaghetti with Meatballs in Tomato Sauce.” She frowned at the man. “Are you now a prepper? Do you think there’s a zombie apocalypse coming or something?”

      “Ha, ha. Keep moving.” He opened a door that wasn’t locked and stepped through. The click of a switch sounded, and the room’s lights tried to come on with a loud snapping noise as she entered. Only about half of the old-style fluorescents from a time long gone by managed the feat. He gestured around at the space. “The very finest in nineteen-sixties decor, am I right?”

      It was a living room with couches, chairs, a fireplace, and a large bar along one wall. Even though the stuff was old, it was quality and had endured the years since anyone other than Margrave was inside it exceedingly well. He imitated a realtor’s spiel. “This mid-century modern features multiple bedrooms, an exercise area, a couple of offices, plus bathrooms, and a kitchen. It’s all outdated, but the rich family that commissioned this place made sure they chose only the best of their era. Everything I’ve tested still works.”

      Ruby ventured, “This was a bomb shelter, wasn’t it?”

      He nodded. “You got it in one. If you looked at your phones, you’d discover that the shell they built around this place blocks signals really well. The only exception is the radio that’s attached to an old-school antenna concealed above.”

      Morrigan observed, “So, no Internet, then. What about television? How were they planning to spend their time underground?”

      He laughed. “You can look through the ton of board games in one of the offices, should you get bored. There was a TV, it just no longer works. Even the best nineteen-sixties sets didn’t have that long a shelf life.”

      Ruby said, “This is perfect if you can part with it.”

      He shrugged. “Here’s what I’m thinking. You use the space, do whatever you want with it. When you’ve finished, I get it back along with any improvements you’ve made to it. Maybe I’ll retire here.”

      Ruby remembered the twelve-sided room she’d talked about retiring in and shuddered. “Be careful what you wish for. I’m not sure decades underground would be good for you. Does it have other exits?”

      He nodded. “A couple, although they’re at the ends of long tunnels so they aren’t directly associated with this place. One comes out in a deserted building about a half-mile to the west. The other was sealed up at some point by a cave-in, or maybe the demolition of whatever structure was on top of it. You could probably clear it if you cared to.”

      Ruby looked at her partners. “I think this will do nicely. Agree?”

      Morrigan shrugged. “At least you’ll know where your bags are.”

      She made an obscene gesture at her sister and turned to Idryll. “And you?”

      She beamed. “When you’re annoying, I can send you here where you won’t be able to bother me. It’s ideal.”

      Ruby shook her head. “With friends like this, who needs enemies?” She clapped her hands together as excitement blossomed inside her. “You got yourself a deal, Margrave. Now, let’s talk about what we need to do to get this place ready for action.”
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      Ruby let herself flop back on the bed and whined, “How can you keep working when your oh-so-beautiful-and-talented girlfriend is right here?”

      Demetrius, positioned in front of his multiple monitors with his hands flying over the keyboards, laughed without turning to look at her. “I told you I had to work today. Was that not clear?”

      “You’re a freelancer. You can work whenever you want.”

      He snorted. “Ah, the myth of the independent contractor. What being my own boss means is that, when someone goes to the effort to arrange actual plans ahead of time,” he paused, ensuring she knew which someone he was referring to, “I can block off my calendar to make sure I’m free. At the moment I have a deadline, and it’s soon.”

      “But I’m right here. Don’t you understand?” Since returning from Oriceran with her new weapon, Ruby’s spirits had been unusually high. She didn’t expect anything of Demetrius but enjoyed teasing him now and again. Gotta keep him on his toes, right? “Do you know how many men would pass on an opportunity like this? Not very many, let me tell you.”

      “So, you’re saying you’ve had a lot of boyfriends then?”

      She frowned. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

      He laughed. “I’ve spoken with your sister several times. She’s made it clear that you’re not particularly experienced with long-term romantic relationships. Or, really, have had any practice at all.”

      “She should shut it. You should shut it. Everyone should shut it.”

      He observed, “You’re needier than your cat. By the way, how did she get the message to you?”

      Ruby grinned. “Trade secret. Seriously, man, I’m bored. Quit working.”

      A tone sounded from his computers, and whatever he was about to reply went out the window. “Looks like you won’t be bored for long. That was the email account you set up for the sheriff. She wants to meet as soon as possible.”

      Ruby sighed. “Fine. Be that way.” She got up from the bed with a groan and gave him an embrace from behind that was part-hug and part-choke based on where her arms wound up. She kissed the top of his head. “You owe me a date. Figure out what, where, and when. I’m not some feckless floozy you can toy with at random.” She imitated a movie starlet about to burst into tears. “I’m, I’m… Vulnerable.” He laughed. She responded in kind and headed out to work. “Keep it real, Tree. I’m serious about the date.”
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        * * *

      

      While Ruby trusted Sheriff Valentina Alejo as much as she did anyone outside her inner circle, there was always the possibility the PDA might pressure her or that they could have an eye on her without her knowledge. Thus, agreeing to meet at a specific time and place was a bad idea. Instead, she portaled to a building near the sheriff’s department in her disguise and used the high-powered microphone Margrave had provided for her incursion into the security company that seemed so long ago to listen to the goings-on in Alejo’s office.

      After thirty minutes of boring conversations, the woman told the other person in the room with her that it was time to get a snack, and a full minute of silence followed the sound of the door closing. Ruby packed away the device. If this is a trap, it’s an impressive one since she doesn’t know I’m coming. I think this is about as safe as I can manage. She summoned a veil and made her way to the building. Alejo’s office had a window, and it required minimal telekinetic effort to undo the latch. She extended the veil that concealed her to include the window, so if it generated any noise it wouldn’t be noticed and lifted it. After climbing into the room, she closed the opening behind her.

      Alejo’s area was neat and precise, like the woman herself. Her desk was wood topped with plastic or glass, and perfectly aligned piles of paper rested at each of the far corners. The space in front of the chair held a laptop displaying a lock screen. All four walls were adorned with pictures of people and interspersed with accolades Alejo had earned. A martial arts trophy sat on a table in the corner, and Ruby approached to read it. First place, Northwest Regional Jujitsu Tournament. Not bad. Ruby arranged herself on the couch, which was old leather and surprisingly comfortable despite—or because of—its demonstrably heavy use. She firmed up her veil and enhanced her senses in case she was in the jaws of an elaborate trap.

      Ten minutes later, Alejo returned with a mug of coffee and moved to her desk, settling in with a sigh. Ruby extended the sound dampening to include the whole room, added a sight shield so no one would see anything unusual through the window, then released the personal veil around her. Fortunately, she’d waited until Alejo’s hand was away from the coffee cup because the other woman started and jerked at her appearance. Ruby said calmly, “Sorry. Didn’t mean to alarm you. I can’t be sure the PDA isn’t watching you, so I needed to visit unannounced.”

      Alejo took her time responding, bracing herself with a sip from the mug. “Well, I did ask you to come, so I guess I can’t complain. First, I wanted to thank you for your efforts at the warehouse. A lot of people could’ve gotten hurt without your help, and that’s all the PDA would’ve needed to expand their influence in Ely. They’re champing at the bit to step up, and I don’t think it’s good for any of us if they do.”

      Ruby frowned. “Are they actively investigating the warehouse incident?”

      Alejo snorted. “They’re trying their best to. Fortunately, they don’t have jurisdiction, and we’ve been able to keep them away from the people we arrested.” She shook her head. “Not that any of them are talking in any case. They must either be pretty scared of their boss or well-paid.”

      “How about your informant?”

      She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “He says he did what we wanted, and now we should leave him alone.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “Will you?”

      The other woman laughed. “Of course not. Once you’re on the hook, you stay on the hook. Anyway, that’s not why I asked to meet.”

      She stood, walked around the desk, and perched on the edge facing Ruby. “There’s a lot of chatter in the air about a big opportunity coming up. Apparently, a bunch of the stolen gems from the casinos, particularly Spirits casino, have been gathered together. Whoever has them plans to hand them over to a big-time fence who’s visiting town for the deal.”

      Ruby frowned. She’d been checking on the precious stones at least once a day with her tracking magic, but nothing useful had come of it. They’d remained scattered, unchanging. This development must’ve happened very recently. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done it, but surely it was after she got back from Oriceran. Or maybe not. That would’ve been stupid. Oh well, irrelevant. “Where? When?”

      “The word is tonight, after dark, nothing more detailed than that. The where, though, no idea. Once that information gets out, and it’s sure to since everyone’s watching everyone else, we can probably assume mayhem will result as everybody goes after the diamonds. That’s going to be seriously ugly.”

      Ruby sighed. “You’re right, of course. Do we care if a bunch of criminals winds up fighting among themselves?” She cared but wasn’t sure that Alejo needed to.

      The sheriff nodded. “It’s officially on the radar, so a response is required. Given how big it is, we’ll have to do so in force.”

      “Which means you have to work with the leaky Ely PD, which means anyone who doesn’t already know will soon, including the PDA. You realize it’s probably a trap set for me, right?”

      The other woman shrugged. “Yeah, that occurred to me. So I’m not sure whether I’m warning you off or telling you what we’ll be doing so you can supplement our efforts. I can guarantee you that my people and I will be there in force. I’m positive you’re correct that the PDA will as well. The only chance we have of avoiding a bloodbath might be an unexpected move that takes out the gems or the key people who will cause the most trouble.”

      Ruby sighed. “Okay. I hear you, and I’ll be there. Not sure what I can do, but at least we’ll be able to figure it out together. I’ll contact you when I’m in range. You contact me through the email address if anything changes. Now, if you’d be so kind as to leave the room, I’d rather no one witnessed my Batman-esque vanishing skills.”

      Alejo laughed. “Seriously, though, be careful.”

      Ruby nodded. “Always.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby returned to her parents’ house in the kemana. The underground city often seemed to give her more precision with her magic. Whether that was true or a subjective perception, she wasn’t sure. Either way, she’d take any help she could get. She dropped into lotus position on the bed, and Idryll sat back-to-back with her in her tiger-woman form. Contact with her partner calmed her, and she needed every available advantage for what she was about to do.

      Before, she’d been vaguely able to sense the locations of the gems and thus know that they weren’t together. Now she wanted to try to pinpoint their location. If she could figure out where they were and retrieve them during the day, it would take the night’s activities right off the table and keep everyone safe. She closed her eyes and fell inward, visualizing a map of the area as seen from above. Heh. Magical Google Maps. She released her magic, envisioning it flowing up through the ground and riding on air currents, looking for the stones it connected to.

      It took a while, but eventually, she got a sense of where the diamonds were and groaned at the discovery. They were together, as Alejo had said. Unfortunately, they were also moving. While her magic would’ve been adequate to nail down their position if they were stationary, she couldn’t track them in motion without a great deal of effort—energy and time she wouldn’t be able to expend while pursuing them. She considered whether she could guide Morrigan and Idryll into position, but after several minutes of trying to improve her connection to the gems, she released the magic in disgust.

      Idryll asked, “Not quite what you’d hoped for?”

      Ruby let her head fall gently back against the shapeshifter’s. “Nope. I hoped to find a safer way to do this, but I don’t think there is one.”

      “You won’t be foolish enough to leave me behind this time, right?”

      Ruby laughed. “Oh, hell no. I wouldn’t dare go into this battle without you by my side.”

      “Good. You’re getting smarter.”

      “This is big enough that I’ll have to invite Morrigan along too. I think a trip to visit Diana and her people is in order. Better get this ball rolling.”
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      Goryo wasn’t in the habit of conducting his business in the daytime hours, but coordinating the various pieces of his operation required such sacrifices from time to time. He was dressed in a casual suit, no tie, and wore an ID badge that proclaimed him a reporter for a gaming website. He had several items with him that pretended to be something they were not: a phone, an audio recorder, and a small Bluetooth keyboard. Each would be important to the success of the endeavor ahead. Also hidden in his watch was a tiny USB chip that was exactly what it appeared to be. Those objects would be useful once he passed beyond the outer cordon of protection, but he needed to bluff his way through to get there.

      Fortunately, he was skilled at every part of his vocation, including acting and spycraft. He slid the apparently innocuous items onto the conveyor belt and walked through the metal detector, nothing on him sufficient to set it off. From an average person’s perspective, the security of the building would seem tight. A black-uniformed guard patrolled the lobby, his gun belt holding a pistol and a taser, and another like him waited beyond the checkpoint.

      In truth, it was lighter than it should’ve been, but that was because the people who clandestinely operated in the space relied on concealment. Foolish, in an age of infomancy. His final concealed item was disguised as a hearing aid in his right ear that would connect him to Scimitar, his frequent associate in computer-related endeavors.

      He walked out of the UNLV Research and Technology Park building lobby and found the esports arena beyond it, as expected. It had two parts, a broadcast studio behind a pane of glass complete with anchor desk and control room, and the actual space where the gamers competed. It was all in the name of research on behalf of a casino wanting to stake a claim in that area, but it was also an authentic functioning venue. No casino would miss the chance to monetize their research. He approached an empty station under the guise of examining it and was intercepted by a redheaded female PR person in a sapphire business suit, white blouse, and heels.

      Goryo plastered on a broad smile and spoke in a fake California accent. “Hi, I’m Steve Adretti, as you can see from my badge.” He laughed as he tapped it, and the PR person nodded as she peered down at the tablet in her hands.

      “You’re on the list. Always happy to welcome reporters from Max Queue Gaming. Any questions I can answer for you today?”

      He gestured at the machine. “What kind of specs are you running?”

      She offered a professional smile that suggested people asked that question far too often. “Standard stuff, off-the-shelf. How about I give you a press kit with that information in it so there are no worries about accuracy? As you can see, our gamers are competing in a tournament. The game is one we created ourselves, set among the casino’s properties. It’s basically a big scavenger hunt, with tricks and traps that the competitors can use against each other.”

      Goryo nodded. “Sounds interesting and challenging. Are they taking to it well?”

      She gestured at the giant display at the far end of the room. “See for yourself.” The screen showed feeds from all the computers. The competitors did seem to be giving their all, each trying to gather all the relevant clues or prizes or whatever the game's point was. He didn’t care, and part of him wanted to start killing people rather than deal with this woman any longer. Instead, he inappropriately sat on the edge of the counter next to the empty computer and forced a smile. “How about I wait here and think of some more questions while you grab me that press kit?”

      She nodded and headed for a small podium that stood behind the door. He retrieved the USB chip from the underside of his watch and slipped it into the back of the machine, pretending to examine the connectors. After ten seconds, a soft ping sounded in his ear. He pulled out the chip, straightened with a smile, and took the packet the woman offered. “Is it okay if I wander back and take a look at the broadcast studio, Miss Carson?”

      She generated a smile as plastic as his. “I’ll take you there myself.” At that instant, her cell phone rang, and she raised a hand as she answered it. With a frown, she said, “I received an important message from the home office. I’m afraid I’ll have to go. There’s another representative inside the control room. Tell them I sent you.” He had already noticed the easy back-and-forth traffic flow between the two areas.

      Goryo offered his thanks and headed for the passage beyond. He muttered, “Nice job with the distraction.”

      Scimitar’s computer modulated voice replied, “No problem. I had the list of people working the event, so as soon as you said her name, it was simple. I’m fully into the upper-level system. Publicizing that they use their whole facility as a server farm to help with their esports events wasn’t such a smart move security-wise, although it probably got them a couple more dollars from technology investment companies. Morons.”

      Once through the passage, he turned left instead of right, heading away from the esports area toward a service corridor that ran through the back. He wondered, as he often did, who Scimitar really was. She had told him she was female early on, but otherwise, he hadn’t been able to find out anything about her. He admired that fact and trusted her as much as he trusted anyone. She was the one who would have gotten him out of prison if the others hadn’t.

      The infomancer reported, “I have cameras. Two guards ahead in front of the elevator. They’re carrying pistols and tasers, plus radios, of course.”

      “You can jam them?”

      The woman gave a static-filled laugh. “Honey, I was born able to jam radios. Child’s play. Literally.”

      He shook his head, imagining what that sort of childhood would be like, then focused on the moment as he rounded the corner and saw the guards. He raised his voice, friendly and confident. “Oh. Hey guys. I seem to have missed a turn somewhere, or the PR person sent me in the wrong direction. Can you tell me how to get to the casino floor simulation?”

      One replied, and both kept hands near their weapons. He pretended not to hear, turning his head so they could see the hearing aid. He cupped his ear to make sure the message got through. Each step of feigned confusion brought him closer to the guards, but their level of alarm didn’t rise, clearly willing to accept that he was what he seemed. Probably they deal with idiots like this all the time. When one of them lifted a hand, palm out, it was time to move.

      Goryo raced forward at that one, who had moved slightly nearer than his colleague, and channeled his momentum into a flying sidekick that took him in his bulletproof vest. It knocked the man stumbling backward, which was the goal of the move. He landed smoothly and delivered an elbow to the other’s temple, who had foolishly gone for his taser rather than his gun. The blow stunned him enough that Goryo was able to grab the hand holding the taser, aim it at the first guard, and push down on the captive finger until the weapon discharged. He finished the standing one with another elbow, then kicked the one now on the floor thanks to the stun gun, rendering him unconscious.

      He attached the false audio recorder to the panel outside the elevator doors, and they parted a moment later. It was the work of a minute to drag the bodies inside and position them out of easy view. “You can keep them locked up in here? Or do I need to kill them?”

      “I have them. No worries. The car has a suppression system built-in, so if they get ornery, I’ll gas them.”

      He nodded. “Okay. Going down.”
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      Now that he’d entered a space he definitely shouldn’t be in, Goryo needed to move with deliberate speed. He stripped one of the men of his bulletproof vest and gun belt, slipping them on as the elevator dropped. The display had ceased giving floor numbers, but he trusted Scimitar would deliver him to where he needed to be. According to the blueprints acquired at great expense from a worker at the construction company who had built the facility's underground portion, three separate laboratory spaces awaited him. His source in the Paranormal Defense Agency, who was equally expensive, had let slip that weapons research happened at the facility, which was the inspiration for his incursion. Given the magical opposition he’d faced so far in Ely, he wanted to be as well-outfitted as possible, and the facility’s proximity made the decision to infiltrate it easy. Once I’ve finished here, there will be only one more item on my acquisition list. Then I’ll be ready to launch the operation phase.

      The door opened, and he strode forward as if he belonged. The corridor was brightly lit with government-issue fluorescents overhead and had utilitarian linoleum on the floor. He muttered, “Guess they didn’t go for the same expensive flash down here as upstairs.”

      Scimitar replied, “I’ll have to take your word for it. I couldn’t get past the elevator controls upstairs.”

      He put on a bored expression, as if he was another guard on patrol, and located all three labs. One was indeed labeled “Weapons,” a second, “Info,” and the last, “Biology.” He whispered, “It looks as if your sources were correct, too.” The possibility of infomancy research happening in the facility had made joining too tempting for her to refuse. Professionals always seek to improve by whatever means they can. He pulled out the item that looked like a phone but wasn’t and pressed it against the touchscreen outside the door that Scimitar was most interested in. The portal popped open, and he pocketed the device.

      Inside, computers arranged in clusters of five surrounded central poles providing power and connection. There were three such groupings, but only one was full at the moment. Five beings sat in chairs with large VR masks over their eyes. Convenient. Maybe they’ll even get to live through this if they stay distracted long enough. A control panel in one corner separated a pair of researchers from the main part of the room. He walked around behind them and saw displays of what each of the infomancers viewed in their headsets. He couldn’t make heads or tails of it, but infomancy had never been an area of study for him. I prefer to leave that to the professionals. A researcher twisted to face him with a frown. “Something we can do for you? Shouldn’t you be on patrol or something?”

      He gave a thin smile. “Arrogant. Elitist. Rude.” He whipped his elbow around for another temple smash, and the man went down. Before his colleague could react, Goryo had him on both knees in a wrist lock. “Cause me trouble, and I’ll break your arm, then kill you both. Understand?”

      The man stammered, “Yes, yes, understood. “

      “Good.” With his free hand, he withdrew the Bluetooth keyboard, the largest disguised object he had brought, and set it on the console.

      After thirty seconds that felt ten times that long, Scimitar announced, “I have access. Three people in the biology lab and five in the weapons area.”

      “And the emergency exit?”

      “As we were told. A tunnel with a golf cart ready and waiting to carry you to the egress.”

      I love it when things work as they’re supposed to. “Okay. Any alarm response yet?”

      “None. Be sure to take the keyboard with you. I’ve downloaded a ton of goodies to it.”

      He laughed softly. “Of course.” It was decision time. The smartest thing to do would probably be to go into the weapons area, kill everyone inside, and make off with what he’d come to get. However, discovering the biological research facility intrigued him. Knowledge of one’s enemies can be as valuable as a weapon, if not more so. He decided to risk checking it out, suspecting that any such work would be investigations of or experiments on magicals.

      A kick rendered the man unconscious, and he departed the room, leaving the infomancers in their ridiculous helmets none the wiser. He walked briskly into the biology lab. It took hardly any time at all to defeat the two soft scientists within. He was ready to put down the third disguised device, but Scimitar directed, “Use the keyboard instead.” He complied, and a moment later, she reported, “Downloading. The programs I stored in it work like a dream. I’ll refund half the cost of this run, as agreed, when you turn it over.”

      He thought about bargaining, for fun, but didn’t. “Excellent. Will we finally meet in person?”

      She laughed. “I like you, buddy, but no. I haven’t lived this long by being overly trusting.” A few seconds passed before she confirmed, “Download complete. Leave the other device there so I can maintain access.” Normally, her incursions would have rung alarm bells, but the first thing she’d done to their system was to inject a virus that made it appear she was one of the infomancers working to defend the place. Or at least that’s what she’d explained. He didn’t care, as long as it worked.

      He did as instructed, and she laughed. “Oh, they really were concerned about security. They put the suppression systems in all the labs. Standby.” A couple of minutes went by before she said, “Everyone in the weapons area is down. The gas has dissipated enough for you to go in.”

      He smiled up at the room’s camera. “I like you more and more with every passing moment.”

      She laughed. “Flatterer. Move.”

      He obeyed. She opened the door through the network and setting the keyboard on the control panel allowed her to pop the locks on all the cabinets in the room. He moved from one to the next, examining the options. There was too much to carry it all away, and he hadn’t been able to smuggle in a bag. He’d be limited to what he could reasonably fit into one of the storage crates already present in the room. It didn’t matter. He sought quality, not quantity. He took boxes of anti-magic bullets to start. Always useful. The next cabinet revealed grenades, and when he read off the model number, Scimitar said, “Whoa. They’re filled with anti-magic shrapnel wrapped around standard explosive. That’s mean.”

      He chuckled as he gathered up the four that were present. “Only a matter of time before someone figured that out, I guess.” The next cabinet was twice as wide as the others and held guns resting upright on shallow shelves. The top one was a machine gun, the middle an assault rifle, but the one on the bottom caught his eye. He pulled out the shotgun and the box of shells for it. “Looks like a variation on a theme. I bet the pellets are the same ones as in the grenades.”

      He discovered nothing interesting in the next couple of cabinets, only prototypes that didn’t appear functional. The final cabinet contained only a single heavy backpack. He read off the code number. Scimitar sounded slightly alarmed as she reported, “It’s a portable anti-magic emitter. Pretty heavy, but I’ve never seen one that miniaturized that’s also that powerful.”

      He shrugged it on and found that while it was indeed heavier than he would’ve preferred, it wasn’t a significant burden. “Okay, I have all I can carry. Get me out of here.”
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      Ruby was impressed by Diana Sheen’s office. Okay, to be fair, everything about her has impressed me so far, so why should this be any different? It was a combination of practical and stylish that fit perfectly with what she understood of the other woman. A battered wooden government-issue desk sat in the corner, presenting a  workmanlike appearance with a high-tech-looking chair behind it. A couple of couches and end tables filled the majority of the space. The wall covered with a massive electronic display was the room’s dominant feature. She could easily picture strategy sessions going on around it, although she’d heard some mention of a particular place in the facility where that happened. Someday, I’d like a real tour, both front of house and back of house, to put it in casino terms.

      Sheen herself sat on the couch arranged at a right angle to her own. She was in beat-up jeans, scuffed jump boots, and a concert T-shirt with a picture of Robert Smith’s lipstick-smeared face on it. The agent observed, “You realize this totally sounds like a trap.”

      Ruby snorted. “Yeah, I said the same thing to Sheriff Alejo. She’s still planning to be there tonight.”

      The other woman shook her head. “Appropriate, doing her job as she should, but also stupid. Unfortunately, sometimes the job is like that.”

      “Which is why we’ll be there too. If we don’t show, the police will get creamed.”

      Sheen shrugged. “Is that your problem? No offense, but you’re not with any agency that would be required to be a part of this.”

      Ruby gave a sharp nod. “I’ve made it my problem.”

      The response earned a smile. “That’s an answer I both understand and respect. What do you need from us?”

      She sighed. As much as she hated to admit it, the situation could quickly go out of control despite her best efforts. “Anything you can provide. This one worries me. I’ve never had to deal with so many moving parts all banging around at the same time.”

      “So you expect the sheriff’s people, the Ely PD, you and your team, and whoever’s selling the gems to show up?”

      Ruby nodded. “Probably the PDA too. And, if the word gets out, which it already has, we’re going to see individual criminal groups from all over the place converge for a shot at the diamonds.”

      Sheen leaned forward attentively. “What’s your specific plan?”

      She matched the motion, eager to hear what the other woman thought of her plan. “I thought we would shoot in, grab the gems, and get the hell out. With the motivation behind the whole event gone, there won’t be any reason for the bad guys to continue.”

      The agent shook her head with a frown. “That would be a good solution if you’re able to hit them beforehand. There’s still time. Can you?”

      Ruby sighed. “They’re in motion, and I can’t track them properly. It was a paranoid move on their part that’s paying off big time in screwing things up for us.”

      “Well, then, everyone will think the gems are still there and keep fighting to get them, or by that point, they’ll be too bloodthirsty to stop. Once it kicks off, simply removing the initial catalyst isn’t going to fix it.” She lapsed into silence for almost a full minute, her face showing deep thought. Despite her strong desire to interrupt, Ruby restrained herself. Finally, the agent said, “I’ll run it by my team, but it seems to me the optimal solution is for us to try to take out the leaders of each group and hope their followers fall back.”

      She kept her voice level. “Us?”

      The other woman nodded. “Yeah. I think we’ll join you for this one. Best case, we get more insight into the black-market artifact trade from the people we round up, and we help out a friend. Worst case, we assist in keeping you alive and out of the PDA’s hands.”

      Ruby scowled. “I don’t suppose you can do anything about them? They’re beyond annoying.”

      Sheen laughed. “No. Believe me, if I had that much power, they’d already be disbanded. There are some good people in that organization, but they aren’t the ones currently calling the shots.”

      She replied, “I’ve only met the jerks.”

      “They have a lot of them, for sure. As a professional courtesy, one government agency to another, we do see killing them as off-limits.”

      “Yeah, us too. We try to remain nonlethal wherever we can, but draw a hard line where law enforcement and the like are concerned.”

      Sheen nodded. “Good. That’s how it has to be. So, we have several things to accomplish. Between now and this evening, we have to identify the leaders of each criminal organization. I’ll have Deacon hack the Ely PD again and see what they have, but it would probably be more respectful to request that same information from the sheriff’s office instead of taking it. Can you make that happen?”

      “Pretty sure. Keep hacking them as a backup, and I’ll reach out to Alejo as soon as I’m back.”

      “Okay, so I think we’ll coordinate our actions, but as discrete units rather than a single team. You and your people haven’t had an opportunity to train with me and mine, and we don’t know enough about one another to be interdependent in the chaotic scene this will doubtless be. We’ll need to make sure that everyone who needs to be connected by comm, is. Before you leave, talk to Kayleigh. She can unlock the full capability of the communicators we gave you, which includes setting up separate channels on a far more expansive basis than their current mode allows.”

      Ruby offered a mock frown. “You mean you gave us a present but didn’t let us have all of it?”

      Sheen laughed. “Yeah, more or less. Listen, my people have all been burned often enough by those we trusted that now we play it as cool as we can, whenever we can.”

      “I’m joking. You all have been amazing, and I’m totally happy with whatever you share with us.”

      “We should consider bringing you in for some real training sessions, though. It would be good if at least a couple of us were able to fit in seamlessly with what you’re doing. Speaking of which, since you’re all in disguise, we’ll mask up, too. Don’t want to give away who you’re working with, just in case.” She laughed. “My team has done a lot of weird things, but we’ve never worked with masked vigilantes before.”

      Ruby chuckled. “I’d prefer crusader to vigilante, please, even if the other is technically accurate.”

      Sheen nodded. “Fair enough. I would in your place, too. I’d be lying if I said my team and I always operated within the bounds of rules and regulations. Sometimes you have to improvise.”

      That drew a surprised laugh from Ruby. “You know, that’s the best description ever. I feel like I’ve been improvising since the moment I got back to Magic City.”

      “Another thought, we’ll want to make sure we’re able to track one another. Tell Kayleigh you need a transponder chip, too. You can discuss with her the most effective way to integrate it into your costume.”

      Ruby shook her head with a grin. “That sounds like Halloween. We prefer battle dress.”

      Laughter rang out, and she appreciated how quickly the other woman moved between seriousness and mirth. Although, with Rath around, she probably gets a lot of joy in her life. Sheen replied, “Well, fair enough. We make some interesting semantic choices here from time to time as well. It would certainly be unfair to stop you from doing the same thing.” She turned sober again. “Anything else you can think of equipment-wise that you might need from us?”

      “Maybe once we’ve trained together, I’ll have a better answer for that. Right now, adding something new to the mix would probably cause more confusion than benefit.”

      Sheen nodded and rose, signaling the end of the meeting. “We have work to do, so let’s get to it. Visit Kayleigh and talk to Alejo. Once your transponder’s on, we’ll know where you are, but go ahead and share the location as soon as you have it. We’ll do our best to be in place before anything kicks off.”

      “Us too. Thank you again for all of this.”

      The agent grinned. “One truth you’ll learn about my team is that we live for this sort of thing. Mixing it up, making a difference. It’s our purpose, both officially and personally.”

      “Sounds like I’d fit in pretty well with y’all.” She rose and extended a hand to meet the one the other woman had offered.

      “Who knows? Stranger things have happened. When your work’s finished in Ely, we can talk.” Sheen took her hand in a strong grip and shook it. “For now, though, get moving. Daylight’s burning.”
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      Ruby threw her bag onto one of the last-century couches in the bunker's main room and looked around in disbelief. “This place is amazing. It’s going to take weeks of serious effort to get it completely functional, though.”

      Morrigan did the same with her duffel and nodded. “Well, we’re all chock-full of free time, right?”

      Idryll, who had perched on the arm of one of the couches, replied, “I am.”

      Ruby pointed at her. “Perfect. You’re elected. You can live here until it’s clean.” The shapeshifter bared her fangs, and she laughed. “Hey, you volunteered.”

      Idryll started to say something, but Ruby lifted a hand to stop her as the tiny device in her ear activated with a soft ping. In addition to the transponders, Kayleigh had given her three earbuds so they could have access to communication when not wearing their masks. The units were the next best thing to invisible, and if anyone noticed them, the tech had suggested they use the excuse of excessive ear wax treatment. Ruby was pretty sure she’d been joking, but sometimes it was hard to tell.

      Demetrius said, “Okay, people. I got a hit from the bugs. The other dude, not the one we planted them on, used the phrase ‘putting our enemies on the scrapheap.’ Our guy laughed as if it was funny, and that started me thinking. The only thing that qualifies as a scrapheap around here is the Casino Graveyard.”

      Ruby replied, “That seems worth following up on. Let me get in touch with Alejo, and I’ll tell you what she says.” She gave the verbal commands to switch channels and initiate the call to the sheriff. Her unit automatically added the voice modifications that the mask created when she wore it. The comms used heavy encryption plus jumped through a series of hoops to disguise location. Kayleigh had assured them they were untraceable. They’d left their cell phones at home so they couldn’t be tracked to the bunker.

      The sheriff said, “Alejo. Who is this?”

      Ruby replied, “Do you recognize my voice?”

      She heard the frown. “Yeah. What have you got for me?”

      “Rumor is it might be the Casino Graveyard.”

      “Wait a second, let me check something.” The sound of a keyboard came over the line for a moment, then she continued, “That makes sense, based on what we’ve collected of people’s movements. Plus, it fits the criteria we talked about. For a trap, I mean.”

      Ruby laughed darkly. “Yeah, I know. Picture-perfect, for that. Keep me updated if anything changes. I’m watching the email.”

      “You do the same.” The other woman clicked off.

      She informed Demetrius and her partners that the sheriff agreed with his guess. He said, “I’m sending a drone now. I’ll have pictures for you in five minutes or so.”

      Ruby grabbed her duffel. “Time to unpack. Masks first, in case he has something he wants us to see.” As well-shielded as the place was, it didn’t block the equipment they’d gotten from the agents. She started taking the items out of her bag and laying them carefully on the couch. When she set the sword down, Idryll hopped off her perch and took the sheathed weapon, examining it with interest. “So, it talks to you?”

      “Not really. Only the once. Although sometimes I think I can hear something, right at the edge of my senses, that might be them. It. Whatever.” She waved a hand. “Now’s not the moment to discuss it.” By the time they had all of their gear arranged, Demetrius was back on the line. She slipped on her mask and motioned for the others to do the same, and he fed them video from the drone.

      He apologized, “It’s really high up, so you’re not going to have too much detail, but I didn’t want to give anyone a warning that we were looking at them.”

      “Good call.” Castoffs generated by the construction and reconstruction of Magic City covered a large flat expanse of desert. It was a labyrinth of shipping crates, piles of discarded building materials, dated cars and trucks that didn’t survive the process and had nowhere else to go, and tons of heavy equipment. The tallest object was a crane that rose into the sky, held steady by guy wires at four anchor points. From it hung a large claw that was used in the operation’s working days to move debris into the giant crusher located near the center. The graveyard hadn’t been active for twenty years or so, although new deposits had accumulated as casinos were modified or demolished and rebuilt anew.

      Morrigan observed, “That’s bad news. There are tons of places to hide out in there if it’s a trap.”

      Ruby nodded. “Completely true. It’s quiet now, though, or at least looks that way. We need to get in, go to ground and figure out what advantages we have.” She continued, “Thanks, Tree,” then killed the channel and removed the mask.

      The others did the same, and Morrigan laughed. “Your nickname for him is Tree? There are so many things I could say about that.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Not the time. Save it for after.” It was a mark of her sister’s concern for the danger they faced that she obeyed. “Let’s gear up. Then we’ll figure out how best to get there.”

      Morrigan replied, “No worries on that front. I’ve been there when Spirits dropped off some renovation junk. I can portal us outside the office trailer.”

      Ruby nodded. “Excellent.” She donned her base layer of supple Oriceran leather. Boots went on next, carefully laced to ensure they wouldn’t slip. She stuck her knives inside them, inspecting each to verify they were undamaged from the battle against the mad Mist Elf scientist. Her belt followed. It was growing heavy with all the stuff attached to it. I really do need to find some time for strength training. Maybe I’ll see if my work at Spirits can be carrying around heavy things. She wasn’t looking forward to investing that time, but Daphne’s joy at being told of the arrangement—Ruby’s ongoing contribution carefully not mentioned—made the investment more than worthwhile.

      She strapped the holster down to her right thigh and thought she’d probably be better off if she could learn to shoot with her offhand. Sure, sure. Maybe I can make that part of my Spirits gig as well. She inwardly snorted as she scrutinized the pistol magazine, then inserted it into the empty weapon and racked the slide to chamber a round. She pulled the magazine back out and slipped one more anti-magic bullet into it, then reseated it and stored the gun in its holster, securing the tie-down. The dagger was already in its sheath at her left hip, but she drew it and checked it for damage as well. Next up was a touch on each of the grenades, two concealment and two lightning, all she could fit because of the other stuff she was carrying. Add a redesign of my equipment to the list. Honestly.

      Morrigan interrupted her reverie. “Why are you making that face?”

      She turned to see that her sister was almost ready. “Just thinking how nice it would be to have a clone. Someone I could send to do the work I need to do or even use as a partner. It’d be a huge improvement from working with you.”

      Morrigan rolled her eyes. “Sick burn. Maybe your clone should take lessons on insulting others because you suck at it.”

      Ruby countered, “Well,” then paused, finding no more words. “I have nothing to say to that. Shut up.”

      Her partners laughed as Ruby checked to make sure her flasks were in her belt pouch. Her fingers encountered the battery that was the terminal point for the thin cable that ran under the back of her tunic and out through her left sleeve. A small connector dangled at the end. She slipped on the metal knuckles Margrave had deposited for them in the bunker. Her hand flexed easily, and when she tested the arrangement with her dagger, she had no problem maintaining her grip.

      Slotting in the cable delivered a slight pulse of energy as it connected. She unplugged it again, thinking that it might be better to wait until things were about to kick off to avoid accidentally stunning herself. That would be embarrassing. She donned the vest next, then strapped on individual armor plates at shins, thighs, forearms, and upper arms. She fully expected both bullets and magic to be in play. Two spare magazines for the pistol went into holders on the right half of the vest, and the left side held an extra healing and energy potion.

      She reclaimed the sword from Idryll and strapped it on. Her fingers touched the pommel to ensure she could draw it, and the whispers slipped into her mind again, as if the weapon was eager for battle. It was strange, not being alone in her brain. Although she’d always had that critical inner voice, this was a markedly different experience. Finally, she retrieved the other item Margrave had left for her. It was her hand-sized drone, along with a modified smartphone to control it. She lacked a good way to carry the aerial device other than in her hand, which wouldn’t be optimal for most situations. Something else to figure out. The controller fit perfectly into the thin pocket on her left leg.

      Okay. I’m ready. She turned to the others. “Staying alive is priority one. This has to be a trap, at least in part. Hopefully, we can turn it back on itself. Keeping the sheriff’s people and the Ely PD alive, priority two. If we wind up with the gems, great. If we don’t, that’s why businesses buy insurance.”

      Morrigan pulled out a bunch of heavy zip ties wrapped in elastic. “I got these from the security supplies cage at Spirits. Thought they might come in handy.” The big bundle was actually three smaller ones, and she handed them out. Ruby stuck hers through her belt, and the others did the same. Better to have and not need than need and not have.

      She looked her team over and nodded. “Ready?”

      They replied in tandem, “Ready.”

      “Okay. Let’s go kick some criminals in the teeth.”
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      They exited the portal next to the trailer that served as a construction office right before dusk. Ruby released her drone and piloted it around the Casino Graveyard, holding the controller so the others could see the video feed. Nothing was happening so far, or at least nothing obvious. They agreed a pair of stacked shipping containers a little past the center would be a good spot to watch from and headed for it, maintaining the veil they’d come through under. On the way, she activated the comm to Diana Sheen. “We’re here. Positioning ourselves on the double high shipping containers near the midpoint.”

      The woman’s voice came back immediately. “Affirmative. Just arrived as well, and we’re debating where to wait. Seems like the most likely entrance is from the east, so we’ll deploy a decent distance in from that spot. Give them time to commit to whatever it is they’re going to do before we react. I expect we’ll take three different spots, and Rambo has his wings so he’ll probably want to be up high somewhere.”

      Ruby realized she must be talking about the troll and asked, “He’s not crazy enough to go up on the construction crane, is he?”

      Sheen laughed. “Well, now that he’s heard about it, there’s no way to stop him, I’m sure.”

      Rath’s peppy voice replied, “Up there, I’ll be king of the world.”

      The agent gave a soft snort. “Titanic? Really? When did you get into romance movies?”

      “Boat sinks. Plenty of action.”

      Sheen said, “We’ll let you know when we’re in position. Keep your eyes open and communicate anything you think might be even remotely useful.”

      Diana’s connection cut off, and Ruby opened one with Alejo. The sheriff picked up after only a single ring and demanded, “Where are you?”

      “Here. Also, a friendly team from an unnamed government agency is on-site as well. They’ll be in black uniforms with masks, most likely.”

      “Got it. Not the PDA, I’m guessing.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think those people would be any more willing to work with me than I am with them. No, someone else.” She didn’t want to admit to who it was, for fear that Alejo would draw the connection between Ruby and her costumed identity since Diana Sheen was connected to both. “What’s the news on your end?”

      “I have Ely PD with me. Decided keeping them nearby was a better choice than letting them operate as free agents. I had no other word from informants, but everything we heard before things went quiet reinforced the idea that this is the right place. If it’s not, that would be really embarrassing.”

      “Got it. Let me know if you see or hear anything. Out.” She settled in to wait for full darkness, knowing there was little else she could do. All the planning was done, and hopefully, they’d thought of everything. Idryll had stretched out on the top of the container, apparently napping, and Morrigan was crouched at the far end, keeping her eyes peeled in the direction opposite from Ruby. She’s remarkably professional and dedicated. I would’ve expected that from her at Spirits, so I guess I shouldn’t be surprised it holds up in this situation, too. Still, it’s hard to picture my little sister quite like this. It took slightly under an hour before anything of note happened, other than some playful banter over the comms about how boring the waiting was.

      The boredom vanished as if it had never existed when Demetrius connected to them. “Traffic inbound from the east. Looks like several clusters approaching from multiple vectors. I’m guessing these are the party crashers, rather than either of the principals, based on how uncoordinated they seem.”

      Ruby straightened and stretched, making sure her muscles were loose. Then she connected the cord to her metal knuckles. “Any sign of the people from Aces Security?”

      “No. Channel’s been silent for most of the day, and right now all I’m getting is the sound of a car radio. This dude’s taste in music is abysmal.”

      “Keep an eye and an ear on it.”

      Kayleigh joined the channel and announced, “We have activity around the site. I make it seven vehicles in three different groups coming from the northeast and direct east. Vehicles to the south and north may also be in play but haven’t deviated toward the target location yet.”

      Sheen replied, “Any sign of other air traffic?”

      The tech answered, “Only the drone from our ally’s team. Speaking of which, Boss, she needs a callsign.”

      “We’ll figure something out, Glam. Anyway, keep your peepers peeled. Do we have offensive capabilities?”

      “Definitely. I have a self-destruct in the drone, as well as a couple of launched munitions, heat-seeking, fire-and-forget. They’re small, but they’ll take out another UAV fairly easily.”

      Ruby muttered, “Where do they get those wonderful toys?” The movie quote earned a peal of laughter from Rath. She activated her drone again and flew through the site, this time looking specifically for anything that could be a trap or other pitfall that might factor in the fight to come. Finding none, she brought the craft back and settled it on top of the shipping containers. Almost immediately afterward, both Demetrius and Kayleigh alerted them to more action. Ruby focused on his voice. “Convoy inbound. SUV-Limo-SUV. Has to be the fence and security. Coming from the north, directly toward the middle of the Graveyard.”

      Ruby groaned and dialed her microphone to only Idryll and Morrigan. “Naturally, they’d want to be near the middle for maximum chaos potential. From their perspective, it probably offers the most routes to escape if there’s trouble. I wonder if the sellers know the bigger picture or if they’re heading in blind. Maybe that’s why they’ve been driving around all day.” Their eyepieces filled with a view from Kayleigh’s drone, which tracked the trio of vehicles until they were close enough to see.

      They stopped in the middle of the site after reversing direction to ensure they faced in the direction of retreat. Guards spilled out of the SUVs, four from each, and created an oval perimeter around the cars. No one exited the limo. Kayleigh said, “They look human. Kevlar, rifles, sidearms. I don’t see anything heavier, but they’re not far from the vehicles, so there’s no telling what they might be packing inside.”

      Sheen replied, “Enhanced scan?”

      Kayleigh answered, “This isn’t that kind of drone. I opted for the munitions version. Besides, the only one we have anywhere nearby with the proper sensor package is over in the place keeping an eye on the thing.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I’d forgotten that was tonight. Okay.”

      Demetrius reported, “Got another car. Looks like an Escalade, a little beat up.”

      Morrigan observed, “Probably the seller, then.”

      Ruby confirmed, “Correct. I can sense the stones in that vehicle.”

      The meetup point was close enough for them to watch in person as the Escalade pulled up, parked, and a group of four people exited. They all held wands, revealing themselves as three wizards and a witch, and carefully examined their surroundings before walking toward the limousine. That door opened, and a tall thin man in a charcoal pinstriped business suit stepped out. He looked more like an accountant than a criminal. Although, I guess there’s probably a mass quantity of criminal accountants out there.

      Sheen warned, “Showtime,” and the handshake meeting of buyer and seller was interrupted by the arrival of screeching cars, which the teams expected. Less expected was the sudden appearance of more people on foot, swarming from the debris field to the west.

      Ruby breathed, “Damn. They got here before us and concealed themselves magically. Overachieving bastards.”

      The agent’s calm voice overrode her concerns. “It’s time. Everybody go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Diana tracked the procession of cars as they passed beneath her, waiting for the last in the convoy of seven. She wondered if they had jostled for position before entering, the different groups fighting among themselves for priority. Her rifle hung across her chest and her sentient sword, Fury, was ready over her right shoulder. She planned to strike her first blows with magic, however. She connected her comm to only her team and gave orders. “Rambo, you watch over the middle and our new friends. Croft, we’ll hit the back car as soon as they stop.”

      Cara replied, “Affirmative,” and Rath added, “Got it. Will do. Over and out.”

      The constant joy in his voice always brought a smile to her face. It fled as the cars screeched to a halt and scumbags piled out of them like clowns in a circus. “Going.” She grabbed a pair of concussion grenades from her belt and threw one to each side of the car. After a slight pause to let them get ahead of her, she leapt into the air, aiming for the roof of the vehicle below.

      Her earpieces went quiet, and her glasses darkened to protect her from the grenades’ detonation, one of the better tricks Kayleigh had put into their gear. She touched down with a blast of force magic, rocking the car and allowing her to land safely. Opportunity presented itself in the form of a criminal stumbling past her position, so she lashed out with her boot, connecting with his head and putting him down in the dirt. Cries of fear and alarm mixed with shouts of anger as their opponents reacted more quickly than she would’ve expected.

      Another pair of concussions sounded from a short distance away as Cara deployed her grenades. The distraction gave Diana a clear path to the ground, and she fired a force blast at the two closest enemies on the way down. Both called up magical shields to block the attack, and the one on the left discharged lightning at her while the one on the right tried fire. The magic deflectors mounted on her vest consumed their spells, and she whipped her sword from its sheath and brought it across at the nearest one’s head, twisting it at the last instant so it was the flat of the blade that caught him on the jaw instead of the edge.

      Bones shattered, and he went down howling. She rolled to the ground to avoid the next blast of flame and spun herself into a kick that landed on the second one’s knee. Looking up at him, she noted that he was an elf and not a particularly attractive one. Probably hard for him, growing up with the pretty elves. Then the joint snapped under her assault, and he fell screaming. She popped up and looked for another target. “Glam, I need you to tag the leaders of each faction here for us, remember?”

      The tech’s voice came back annoyed. “Oh really, that’s what I’m supposed to be doing? Deacon’s working on it, building the algorithm on-the-fly from the drone feed, and I’m looking for patterns with my Mark One eyeballs. We’ll have it for you shortly, Boss. Don’t get your panties in a twist. Assuming you’re wearing any, you tramp.”

      Despite the situation, Diana couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m gonna smack you so hard when I get back.”

      “Woo, promises, promises. What will Bryant say? Never mind, he’s as much of a perv as you are. I’m sure he’d be into it.”

      “Maybe shut up and focus.”

      “On it. Data coming soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby climbed down the side of the shipping containers under a veil, wanting to be a little nearer before she had to deal with any incoming attacks. “Morrigan, give me cover when I get close. I’m going after the gems.”

      As Idryll followed her down, her sister replied, “Weren’t we pretty solid on the whole ‘not supposed to go after the gems’ thing?”

      “I’m sure Diana is right that taking them out of here won’t solve the problem.” She dropped to the ground and skirted along the edge of the wall created by the shipping container and stacked construction debris. “But if I can get the diamonds, some might decide to chase me rather than fight. Then I’ll lead them into a better position for you and Idryll to take them out.”

      “Ah, so you’re the bait in the trap. You know, that’s a good role for you. Not too demanding, doesn’t require a lot of thought.” Her voice cut off abruptly, then she warned, “On your left.” The guard must have noticed something. Either Ruby’s veil was inadequate, or the glasses he wore gave him some sort of enhanced vision. While her magic and costume were adequate to deal with thermal, visual, and aural indicators, technology was always advancing.

      In any case, he was in the process of bringing his rifle to bear on her. Ruby said, “Take him.” Morrigan's arrow smashed him in the chest, covering him in magical electricity and dropping him. The other guards shouted in alarm, and Ruby let her veil fall, putting all her available energy into a force blast aimed at the ones on her side of the vehicle. She traded off raw power for area of impact, and it knocked all of them staggering backward, interrupting whatever moves they were about to make. “I’m on the gems. You guys deal with the rest.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll moved quickly and quietly among the rubble, staying low and counting on the strangeness of her fur to her enemies’ eyes to provide the concealment she needed as she circled behind them. Ruby continued to draw their attention from the other side of the vehicles, and she noted the buyer hustling back into his car. With a grin, she adjusted her path in that direction. Oh no, little mouse, you won’t get away that easily.

      She broke into the open at the optimal distance and leapt into the air at the back of the man who was, unfortunately for him, aiming his weapon over the car’s trunk at Ruby. Her mass slammed into him and bounced him off the limo, rocking the vehicle, and she landed right beside the tire. She extended her claws and stabbed them into the rubber, which immediately hissed as it deflated. She moved ahead, rising to her feet as the one firing over the hood of the car turned to bring his rifle in line.

      Idryll grabbed the barrel, yanked it to the side, and punched him in the face, claws retracted. He took the impact like someone who’d experienced one before, even with her impressive strength, and responded by bringing his knee up at her stomach in a fast smash. She accepted the blow, which turned out to be sufficiently forceful to drive most of her breath away, to deliver an elbow to his skull. The force of his attack knocked her back enough that her strike wasn’t final, but it dazed him.

      She lurched forward, grabbed his head, and bashed it onto the car’s roof. He went down, and she followed him, stabbing her claws deeply into the front tire. The vehicle listed as it deflated. Idryll tore the man’s rifle from the strap that held it and used the handle as a spear, lifting and driving it into the passenger-side window. It took several smashes to get through, and she dropped quickly as the driver unloaded a pistol at her. She chuckled as an idea occurred to her, then took one of the concealment grenades, primed it, and threw it into the car. It went off a moment later, billowing smoke and forcing the occupants to tumble out of their doors. Unfortunately, they both went out the other side. Aww, are you scared? She crouched and circled the trunk to prepare for the next attack.
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        * * *

      

      Jared Trenton sat in his SUV, several miles from the Casino Graveyard. He watched the action through the eyes of a drone hovering overhead, one of the models that flew over their headquarters at all times since the break-in. He used his encrypted comm to connect with Grentham by text message. “The costumes showed up, but there’s a bunch of other people there, too. Looks like some sort of enhanced SWAT team. The police will be screeching in with sirens and lights in about a minute. Abort your entry. We’ll let them fight it out. Go to Position Two and hold.”

      Grentham replied, “We’re not finishing off the costumes?”

      He laughed out loud and typed, “If there are any left alive at the end, we have the backup plan ready.”

      “What about the gems?”

      Jared shook his head, a familiar frustration flickering through his mind. His partner’s focus on money was troubling at times. “I prefer survival over cash right now, or did you forget the boss’s attitude the last time we saw him? If it makes you feel better, you can always come back and round them up later, once all these people are dead.”

      He got a smiley face emoji in return. “Got it. Heading for Position Two.”
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        * * *

      

      Rath watched the fight play out below, waiting for the moment he could make the most impact. He saw his opportunity as the group of magicals appeared from nowhere. They’d apparently concealed themselves among the rubble on the far side of the spot where the trade was taking place. Classic double-cross. Everyone should’ve seen that coming. He calculated vectors and trajectories, then took an extra second to gauge the wind.

      He leapt from the top of the crane, snapping out his mechanical wings to carry him past the new arrivals. Unless they looked up, he’d have a clean shot to take them from behind. Just in case, he reached down to his vest and cross-drew a pair of throwing knives, readying them for a toss. His plans changed abruptly when he saw an enemy moving in unnoticed at the tiger-woman’s back.

      He banked in that direction and threw the knife in his left hand at the oncoming figure. It stabbed into the man’s protective vest, but the angle was all wrong, and it didn’t stop him. Rath growled and dove, waiting until the last second to improve his angle while still intervening early enough to protect his ally. The next blade buried itself in his foe’s shoulder near his neck, just to the inside of the vest’s protection. The man’s howl was audible even at his current distance, and the woman spun lightning-quick and delivered a kick to the man’s head that laid him out. He pulled up sharply and collapsed the wings, landing smoothly beside her. She said, “Nice throw, Troll.”

      He grinned. “You owe me one, Tiger. Maybe a throwing competition sometime?” He gestured at the remaining blades on his vest.

      She laughed. “Well, that’s not something I’m any good at, so how about you teach me, instead?”

      His grin widened. “Done deal. In return, you teach me claws. Better get back to the fight.” He ran toward the newcomers he’d spotted, thinking that no one had yet claimed them. Rath the teacher. I like the sound of that. Like Dead Poets Society, but with blades.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby finished the nearest enemy, having to resort to the pistol and anti-magic bullets to put down the single magical the fence had brought along, a wizard who had interposed himself between her and the gem sellers. They were piling back into their car, so she emptied the rest of the magazine full of incredibly expensive rounds into the vehicle’s tires to disable it, wincing with every shot. If Diana makes me start paying for these, I’m going to be screwed. She ran all-out toward the vehicle, intent on preventing the gems from escaping.

      Her blood went cold as Kayleigh announced, “Oh, hell. The Paranormal Defense Agency is on site.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby heard the drone coming before it attacked, but barely. She dove out of the way as bullets stitched the car beside her. She trusted they weren’t anti-magic, trusted that her bulletproof vest and personal force shield would handle any that caught her, but still, even rounds that didn’t penetrate hurt. One of the dwarves selling the gems took advantage of the moment to shoot lightning at her, and she felt it chewing on her magical defenses.

      She popped up and delivered a left cross to his temple, and it connected with a loud crack as the electrical knuckles detonated. He dropped immediately, the movement so abrupt she couldn’t tell if he was unconscious or dead. She called up a force shield in her other hand and interposed it between her and the drone, and the continuing barrage of bullets bounced off. So, not anti-magic. Thank heaven for small favors. She threw fire at the drone, but it bobbed and weaved out of the way. Toggling her comm, she said to everyone, “Drones appear to be manually piloted or have really good dodging software.”

      Morrigan replied, “I’m on it. Take care of yourself.”

      Ruby grumbled inwardly at the loss of her covering fire, but it was the right move. She primed one of her electrical grenades and hurled it at the drone. She used force magic to compensate for the craft’s efforts at evasion. It detonated as it struck, sending electricity arcing out to cover the device. It sputtered in place for several seconds, then plummeted to the ground, smoking. “Electricity is effective against the PDA drones.”

      She turned off her microphone and, after checking to be sure no more of the killer aerial vehicles were homing in on her, threw a blast of force at the car windows, shattering them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Morrigan nocked and loosed arrows as fast as she could, calmly shifting from target to target as they presented themselves. Her second magical lightning arrow struck a glancing blow on one of the drones but was still enough to send it out of control. She didn’t check it off her target list but moved it down to the bottom. Next up was a knockout gas arrow into a pair of the buyer’s guards who had taken cover together. An explosive arrow followed, taking out a drone headed toward Idryll's position.

      She cringed back as gunfire spattered the side of the container she stood on. Apparently, they’ve noticed me. Unfortunate. She cast a veil and moved to the other end, then stayed frozen until the shooter was distracted by someone closer. Then she fired what she thought of as her “screamer” at his position, the burst of light and sound jangling his nerves and sending him stumbling out of cover so her razor arrow could take him in the shoulder. She’d aimed center mass but couldn’t complain about the target she’d hit.

      Boots slammed on the container behind her, and she spun to find a Kilomea a dozen feet away. She pulled out an explosive arrow and launched it at him, but he whipped up an ax and knocked it out of the air. He held one of the wicked-looking weapons with a bladed front and pointed back in each hand and grinned as he twirled them. “Let’s see how tough you are when you’re not shooting unaware victims at a distance.”

      Morrigan nodded acknowledgment and hit the button to retract her bow, slipping it into the holder on her left leg when the transformation was complete. He waited, seemingly comfortable allowing her to prepare herself. She drew her daggers, gave them a quick spin in imitation of his move, and set her feet. “Let’s go, big boy.”

      He moved forward at a measured pace, not committing to any particular action, and she advanced to meet him. His muscles were sufficient to make wielding the heavy axes seem no more challenging than her using her daggers. He brought them across in quick, brutal chops, seeming less interested in ending the battle than in inflicting minor damages that would add up. Sadist.

      She evaded some, deflected others with her blades, and back-stepped when he tried to circle to put the edge of the container behind her. Now, now, none of that. She had options, including loosing her magic or using one of the grenades on her belt, but fighting him with her daggers somehow felt right. After all, if we can’t be civilized murderers, why even bother? She slid in and fell to her knees, stabbing both her knives in at his thighs. He slashed down at her, but the move had been a feint to get inside his guard. She popped up inches away from him, ramming a knee up into his groin only to receive a leg full of pain as it impacted something metal.

      He laughed and smashed his forehead down at her, connecting with the top of her head because of the height difference. Morrigan staggered in a retreat as sparkles filled her vision and narrowly avoided the first ax chop that came down at her. A quick dodge saved her from the forehand stroke of the other one, but he quickly whipped it in reverse and the point caught her in the upper left arm, stabbing deep into the muscle. She screamed and dropped her blades, hurling a force blast at him with all the magic she could reflexively muster. It was sufficient to knock him back three feet, but her brain was too disjointed to pull enough power to do more. She tossed one of Margrave’s concealment grenades at her feet and stumbled backward, looking over her shoulder to find the edge while her good hand scrabbled at her waist for her healing potion.

      When the smoke cleared, her arm was on the mend, but not yet useful. The blow to her head had healed, but the blow to her pride had not. She drew the pistol from her holster in a fit of anger and pulled the trigger three times, putting anti-magic rounds into his chest. He staggered backward, dropping one of his axes to clang on the metal surface, and tumbled off the back of the container. She sank down to a knee and switched out the magazine for a full one while she waited for her arm to heal.
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        * * *

      

      Cara’s glasses highlighted one of the men in front of her as Kayleigh said, “I’ve marked the leaders for you.” A trio of guards protected him, all elves. She took out the first with a burst from her rifle, cutting his legs out from underneath him thanks to the luxury of time to aim. She followed it with a concussion grenade, then ran in under cover of its sound and fury. A car door that the elf magically ripped off its hinges and put in the way intercepted her next series of shots.

      She shouted, “Impressive, but not big enough.” Her follow-up barrage struck him in the feet, and when he released the shield in shock, she shot him in the chest. The next foe lifted his hands, and she reflexively dropped the rifle and conjured a force shield to protect against whatever he was going to throw at her. Only a moment of crystal intuition allowed her to dive forward and avoid the piece of concrete he summoned from behind her, dodging a nasty blow to the head that probably would’ve killed her if she hadn’t moved.

      She rolled up with a growl and stabbed both empty hands at him. Darts of fire leapt from each of her fingers and curved in at his face. He blocked about half but wasn’t fast enough to catch them all and went down screaming from the burns. Then it was only her and the leader. The man calmly pulled the trigger on the shotgun he’d been concealing behind the guard. She threw herself onto her back to avoid the rounds and called up a large force shield to protect against any further shots.

      From her prone position, she pulled her pistol and shot at him, but the elf with the wounded face hurled himself into the path of her bullets. One scored a glancing blow on the leader, and the others buried themselves in the unfortunate magical’s chest. She climbed to her feet warily under the protection of the shield, and another duo of bodyguards joined the fight long enough to send suppressing fire her way and pull their boss back to their vehicle. She activated her comm and reported, “Group one down.”

      Kayleigh chimed in, “Only four more to go.”

      She frowned. “Four? We had three incoming, and they’ve already taken down the buyer and seller. Who’s the extra?”

      “Rambo found them. Bunch of assorted magicals hiding among the debris.”

      Cara shook her head and cursed. “Boss can handle the rest of these. Vector me in to another bunch.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rath’s three-foot size provided a distinct advantage as he positioned himself to deal with the onrushing criminals. They were focused on the cars ahead of them, on winning the prize of the gems, he supposed and had no attention to spare for the small troll working his way around behind them. No attention to spare, that is, until the nearest discovered a throwing knife in his calf that caused him to stumble and fall in a sprawling roll.

      Rath charged forward, now heedless of being spotted, and threw blades as fast as he could pull them. Two more went down, one of which would likely find himself in trouble if he didn’t get medical attention quickly, and for the other, a woman, her head striking the ground probably did more damage than the knife in her shoulder did. He swapped to batons as he neared his targets and dodged out of the way of a blast of lightning that tried to catch him. That foe could wait since later in the battle it might benefit the troll to have someone throwing electricity at him to recharge his batons.

      He angled toward a dwarf who had stopped his rush to the cars, turned to face him, and pulled out a lead pipe. That enemy grew a shade paler when Rath flicked his batons out to full extension. His foe interposed the pipe into the path of his first strike. He even deflected the second, but the third and fourth easily caught him on the shin and shoulder. A stab in the middle of his chest with both weapons finished the sequence. The first four blows generated small sparks, but the last discharged a sizeable blast that knocked the dwarf from his feet. Rath looked up and realized a couple more enemies had noticed him, a Kilomea with a nail-studded baseball bat and another dwarf carrying a pistol.

      Rath shouted, “No guns,” and fired his harpoon at the latter foe. It struck true, thanks to the targeting reticule in his goggles, bisecting the man’s wrist and causing him to drop the gun. He bent to retrieve it with his other hand, and Rath shook his head in grudging admiration for his enemy’s dogged persistence. He veered away from the Kilomea and ran up to the dwarf, launching a flurry of blows with the stun batons that put him out of the fight.

      The move allowed the giant creature to catch up to him, and Rath took a kick to his protective vest that lifted him and hurled him through the air in a low arc. Without the impact protection, things inside him probably would’ve broken. He was already shifting before he landed. His vest split along its Velcro straps and fell away as he grew, as did his weapons belt. At his full seven-foot-plus size, with his purple hair standing up in spikes, he knew he appeared impressive and fearsome to most. The Kilomea, clearly not impressed, grinned and waved his baseball bat. “Nice trick. I’m going to smash you down to size.”

      Rath replied, “You have only one weapon. I have two.” They closed at a dash and engaged in a sequence of strikes and parries, testing each other. His opponent broke the pattern with a kick at Rath’s knee, and he jumped in the air into a somersault over his foe to avoid it. As soon as he landed, he kicked backward, connecting with the creature’s thigh and knocking him away. Rath spun, leading with the baton, but the Kilomea was smart enough to get low to evade the blow. That didn’t save him from the second baton, which Rath stabbed into the small of his back and held in place as it hissed and snapped.

      His enemy growled and spun to bring the baseball bat around in a move that would’ve surely beheaded Rath if he hadn’t compensated. He was already in motion, diving to the side in a roll. He rose and whipped a weapon at his opponent’s head, forcing him to block, then rammed the tip of his other baton into the Kilomea’s groin. This time the snaps and cracks were rewarded with shouts of pain, and while he was distracted, Rath pulled back and delivered a punch to his face with the shock glove. The last dose of electricity overwhelmed him, and the giant creature fell to the ground.

      Rath shook his head at the figure below. “Who brings a baseball bat to a stun weapon fight? Honestly.” He picked up his gear and loped in Ruby’s direction after knocking out the couple who were bold enough to remain and fight him.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll decided things were too chaotic to rely on her current body. She removed her mask and clipped it to her extendable belt, then released her magic and shifted into her tiger form. Her vision became sharper, her nose much more so, and every step flexed the wicked claws on hands and feet. She moved quietly, staying low to the ground, heading for the men who had escaped out the far side of the limousine. She peered around the corner and discovered the thin man in the suit was first in line. He was about to have a very bad day.

      She raced ahead and whipped out a claw as she dashed past him, slicing through his shoe, sock, and the tendon in his heel in a swift move, causing him to fall to his knees while gagging in pain. The noise alerted the second man, who turned in time to see a tiger flying toward him in midair. She retracted her claws before the impact, the momentum and mass of her hurtling body enough to slam him down to the ground. Bones crunched in a satisfying manner as she landed on top of him.

      Her moment of satisfaction was ruined as a bullet plowed along her side, fired in panic by one of two guards in front of her. She idly cataloged them as belonging to the gem sellers, not that it mattered to her in the least. Her predator mode viewed any enemy as an equally viable target. She raced forward in an evasive charge, causing the shots to miss as she dodged and varied her speed. Then she was on them, slashing at the chest of the first with her claws as a distraction while she bit the arm holding down the trigger of the other man’s rifle. She landed and spun, smashing her body into the one she’d clawed and knocking him from his feet while shifting her teeth to the second man’s leg to yank him to the ground with his friend. She jumped on them in turn, breaking their bones as well. Ahead stood a Kilomea, and a slow grin spread across her face as she crouched and stalked toward the giant creature.
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        * * *

      

      Diana ran at full tilt toward the quartet of magicals firing spells at the sheriff’s cars. One vehicle was already aflame, and another had all of its tires blown out. The officers’ return fire was inadequate to say the least, and she cursed at local law enforcement’s lack of access to anti-magic rounds. Even though they were rare and expensive, certain things should be mandatory.

      She led with a force blast at the feet of the foremost, causing him to topple as he advanced and sending the others into momentary chaos as they tried not to trip over him. She drew her sword, Fury, and used it to stab the nearest attacker through the shoulder. Her skills with the weapon were profound, and she possessed adequate knowledge of anatomy to make the wound nonlethal, as long as someone stopped the bleeding relatively quickly. If he’s smart, he’ll get out of the fight and deal with that right away.

      Diana dove aside as one of the PDA drones slammed bullets at her previous location and fired back at it with a concentrated beam of shadow magic. It pierced the drone and wiped out something essential inside, judging by how it smoked and spiraled to the ground. “Idiots,” she muttered. “Friendly fire is not cool.”

      In the moment of distraction, the other two had turned toward her. The one on the left bathed her in fire that her anti-magic deflectors drank in with a loud crack. Diana went for her rifle, but the other grabbed it telekinetically and ripped it away from her, the strap breaking after jerking her forward a couple of steps.

      She countered by throwing out a line of shadow magic that wrapped around that elf’s neck. A yank smashed him into his partner, and Diana bolted ahead to deliver a flurry of punches to each, her shock gloves blasting them into unconsciousness.

      She activated her comm and quipped, “Another group down. Tell the bad guys to send more goons. This is getting boring.”

      Laughter sounded across the channel and Cara replied, “I’m out too.”

      Rath added, “Same here. Heading for the middle.”

      Diana said, “I’ll check in with the authorities. Croft, go help Rambo.”

      “On it.”
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        * * *

      

      Jared Trenton watched the battle from the drone’s perspective, shaking his head in annoyance as the tables turned against his side and the costumed freaks again managed to evade his carefully planned trap. He texted, “Bringing the Feds in was a nice move on their part. Too bad it’s going to end badly for all of them. Are your people out?”

      The dwarf typed back quickly, “Yeah. They started in, then decided it was too much risk for their taste. I can’t argue.”

      Jared grinned in anticipation as he pushed the buttons. “Excellent. I say the time to pull the trigger has arrived. You?”

      “Agreed.”

      He pressed an icon on his phone and triumphantly crowed, “Fire in the hole, you freaks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby had her eyes on the black bag inside the car that surely contained the diamonds when the ground did its best to send her into orbit. Her brain scrambled to figure out what was going on, and words like explosion, meteor, and Armageddon passed through it. The noise was deafening, but in it, she could hear specific sounds—the creaking of metal, the rending of flesh, the screams of pain.

      She reinforced the force barrier around her body, spoke the activation command for her pendant, clashed her bracelets together to create yet another shield, and slammed into something that felt like metal. As she fell toward the ground, the sound of whatever she’d hit ominously shifting overrode the other noises and filled her with alarm. She strengthened the reflexive shield she’d created at the initial explosion, just like on her first day back in Magic City at the bar in the Mist. Then everything turned dark as falling objects that came down in an endless rain pummeled her.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll was in midair when the detonations went off, so she had a moment to react free of the concussive effect of the heaving earth. Dirt flew everywhere, suggesting separate traps rather than a single huge one. She touched down briefly on a car as it flipped through the air and used it as a springboard to leap toward safety. She whipped her head in both directions, looking for Ruby, and spotted her a second before a cascade of metal pipes fell on top of her. Idryll hit the ground in an all-out run, weaving and dodging as things landed all around her, her only thought the need to get to her partner.
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        * * *

      

      The eruptions didn’t directly reach Morrigan's high perch, and she looked around in fear as detonations occurred seemingly everywhere. Secondary explosions from damaged cars and who knew what else buried in the rubble added to the cacophony. Her weight shifted suddenly, and the creaking and shrieking of metal signaled that the structural support for the containers was compromised.

      She scanned the area frantically for any option to keep herself away from the increasingly unsafe ground and blasted herself off the top with force magic as the containers fell. The unsteady launch platform sent her slightly off target, and she said a small prayer as she twisted her body around so her forearm pointed in the right direction. She released the harpoon, and it sped out toward a point midway along the arm of the crane, which was remarkably still standing tall.

      It caught on the metal, and the magnet took hold. Gravity pulled at her, and she swung like a pendulum. Her sigh of relief at the safe escape vanished as the crane shifted with a sudden jolt and the sound of a snapping guy wire, listing notably to that side before starting to topple in her direction. She screamed and slammed the failsafe on the top of the launcher to release the line, leaving her free-falling. From her vantage point, it was clear the crane would land directly on her, eliminating all her alternatives.

      Morrigan wrenched herself around, cast a portal a foot above the ground, and fell through it. She skidded across the floor of her bedroom to slam into the wall on the far side, releasing the magic before the crane would’ve followed her in. Her vision tunneled, and she knew no more.
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        * * *

      

      Diana was far enough away from the explosions that they didn’t affect her beyond the requirement to throw up a shield to protect the sheriff and Ely PD personnel. She had the momentary pleasure of watching the falling crane take out one of the PDA drones, then forced herself to focus. “Rambo, Croft, report in.”

      Cara answered, “That sucked, but I’m fine. Position near the middle.”

      Rath replied, “All good. Safe. Saw the tiger running toward the Mist Elf.”

      Diana said, “Okay. Go help. If there are any bad guys, make sure they go down. Helping our people is top priority, assisting anyone else, a distant second.” She turned to Sheriff Alejo. “We have people down. I need you to run interference if the PDA shows up. Do not let them in until we’re clear.”

      The other woman nodded. “Count on it.” She started yelling orders to deploy her subordinates to block the various entrances to the Casino Graveyard.

      Diana reached the scene to find the tiger-woman and Rath, in his large form, pulling pieces of rebar off the pile. Cara arrived as she did, and they added their magic to the effort, helping to lift the heavy objects. They uncovered Ruby, who was delirious from pain and whose leg had bent at an unnatural angle. The troll pulled her free of danger as the rest of the rebar collapsed into the space she’d occupied, and the woman moaned pitifully.

      She said, “We have no time. Cara, give us a hole. Rath, carry her. Idryll, come with us.” Cara opened a portal back to the vimana, and they all fled the scene.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby came to coughing and choking on the healing potion dribbling into her mouth and screamed as her right leg reassembled itself. Hands pressed her down on the bed. She catalogued everyone around her and instantly noticed her sister’s absence. “Is Morrigan okay?”

      Diana nodded. “We checked in. Nasty bump to the head, but she took care of it with a healing potion. She’s fine but couldn’t come to visit you.”

      Ruby frowned. “Why?”

      Diana replied, “Kayleigh, play it back.” Demetrius’s concerned tones came into her ear. “Hey Ruby, you got this message on your phone. Hope you’re okay.” A harried-sounding female voice replaced him. “Ms. Achera, this is White Pine Regional. You’re listed as the emergency contact for one Phineas Margrave. He’s here in the hospital. You can return my call at this number or come to the ICU and announce yourself.”

      Ruby swung her legs off the bed and tried to stand, and strong hands grabbed her to assist. She wobbled a little as she gained her feet. “I have to go.”

      Diana stepped directly into her line of sight and shook her head. “No, you need to do three things first. One, take a minute and let your brain slow down. You can afford sixty seconds to get right. Second, you need a shower. You can’t go in there looking like you’ve been in a massive fight.” Ruby looked down at herself and realized the other woman was right. The explosion had torn holes in her gear, and she felt as dirty as she ever had. “Third, new clothes. Cara will take you to get cleaned up, and I’ll find something for you to wear. Then we’ll help you get where you need to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, she was clean, dressed, and no longer completely frantic. Partially frantic, that’s about all I can offer at this moment. She’d exchanged words with her sister, who hadn’t been able to get past the waiting room, then had visited the nurse’s station. Now, she was finally getting to talk to the doctor. She was a competent-looking woman, probably in her fifties, a brunette with gray starting to creep in. Her eyes were sharp and seemed to give Ruby a once-over for her health before she spoke.

      “Mr. Margrave is responding well. He was shot three times, once in the leg, once in the chest, and a through-and-through in the arm. We got the bullets out without too much trouble, and he’s fortunate they didn’t do more damage. He’ll need to stay in bed for a while as his internal injuries heal. Do you know what happened to him?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I have no idea. This doesn’t make any sense at all. Have the police talked to him?”

      “No. I’ll call the detectives in now that he’s conscious, but he was unable to speak until a short time ago.”

      “Can I see him?”

      The doctor nodded. “You have ten minutes, no more. Just a warning, he might be a little loopy.”

      A nurse took her in, and Ruby thanked him and asked to be left alone. She stepped up next to her longtime friend and rested her hand on his shoulder. “Hey, show-off. How about you leave the hero stuff to the experts?”

      His eyes fluttered open, and he coughed as he laughed. “Ow. Don’t be funny. Your jokes hurt more than usual.”

      Relief washed over her, and she grinned. “Well, at least your brain’s not any more broken than it was before this. I only have a few minutes, so tell me what happened.”

      He nodded. “A man showed up. Tough-looking, seemed dangerous right off the bat. I closed the door on him, and he kicked it in and demanded the armor you brought me a while back.” Ruby gritted her teeth but didn’t interrupt. “I handed it over. It’s broken, so why not? I could tell he wasn’t going to leave, so I triggered the house’s defenses. He ran, but not before shooting me in the chest as he left.”

      She nodded. “And the arm, and the leg, if we’re counting.”

      He gave a small snort. “Didn’t notice them. Having never been shot before, I was rather focused on that novel experience.”

      “Don’t worry. It gets easier the more you do it. How did he know the armor was there? I didn’t tell anybody.”

      He lifted a hand, then weakly let it fall. “I contacted some people about the symbols. Never mentioned where they came from, never talked about the armor. That’s all I can figure. They’re trusted friends, though. There’s no way they would’ve shared it casually.” Alarm crept into his words, and he grabbed her hand. “Please make sure they’re all right.”

      She could tell he was fading under the influence of the drugs, and she patted his hand. “If it’s the guy I’m thinking of, everything suggests he has some really good infomancy on his side. I’m positive that’s how he figured it out. I’ll check on them, don’t worry. You rest.”

      He was asleep before she finished, so she said goodbye at the nurse’s station and marched out of the hospital filled with murderous thoughts. Okay, you feckless scumbags. Now you’ve gone too damn far.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby sat on a boulder in the center of the clearing that was her Oriceran village's centerpiece. After leaving the hospital, she’d felt unmoored, with no idea where to go or what to do. Everything seemed to be closing in on her, so she fled to her native planet where at least her problems weren’t quite so pressing. Sure, the place has tried to kill me a bunch of times during the venamishas, but what’s a little lethal conflict between friends?

      The sun had started to creep over the horizon a couple of minutes before, and she’d been there long enough for the nighttime cold to seep into her bones. She felt as if she had become an extension of the stone, that its solidity had fused with her skeleton and she would be part of it for the rest of her life. At the moment, that doesn’t sound so bad. She hadn’t even made an effort to change into her training gear, which might’ve kept her warmer than the clothes she’d obtained from Diana. I am now a rock. Like Simon and Garfunkel, I am an island.

      Her teacher’s voice didn’t come as a surprise. It was earlier than expected, but Keshalla's arrival to counsel her student was as inevitable as the dawn breaking. She said, “I don’t think I’ve seen you in this outfit.”

      “Borrowed. Mine was damaged.”

      Her teacher sat beside her on the rock, pulled her knees to her chest, and wrapped her arms around them. “Did you win?”

      She shook her head. “Nobody won that one.”

      “Sounds like you have a story you need to tell. Go ahead and get started.”

      Ruby gave her the broad strokes of the battle, identifying moments where a different choice might have made a difference in the fight's outcome. When she’d shared it all, she shrugged and sighed. “Although there were places I could have maybe improved things a little, I don’t see how I could’ve done better overall, except by choosing not to fight. That wasn’t an option. Then, while I was involved, one of my allies was attacked.” She explained what happened to Margrave and finished by saying, “I know it’s not my fault. He made his choices, as we all did. I still feel responsible.”

      Keshalla nodded. “Guilt would be inappropriate because of all the things you said. Responsibility is not. That’s another choice you’ve made and one I respect.” She slapped Ruby on the arm, startling her. “Now go in and put on some proper clothes. We need to visit the mystics.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Much of Ruby’s angst burned off on the quick march Keshalla demanded for the ascent to the mystics’ community. Nadar greeted them warmly and seemed to sense they were there for a reason. He ushered them into the main building and seated them with tea, fruit, and small rectangles of the Mist Elves’ traditional trail bread. For several minutes the only sound was chewing as everyone enjoyed the repast. Finally, Nadar clapped his hands together and asked, “So, what can I do for you?”

      Keshalla replied, “I think it’s time you shared the rest of the prophecy with Ruby.”

      He nodded. “Of course.”

      Ruby interrupted, “Wait, now there’s a defined prophecy? I thought we were connecting dots?”

      Keshalla shrugged. “Get enough dots in a line, and it leads somewhere. In this case, to a prophecy.”

      Nadar added, “Quite a doozy of one if I might be so bold. It appears that you’re destined to be the leader of the Mist Elves.”

      Ruby burst into laughter. “Nice joke. Now, really, what’s the deal?”

      He shook his head and grinned. “I would never joke about such a thing. Your completion of the second venamisha and your success in bonding with the sword both point to you as the next Mirra. No one had held that title since Kaeni was in the role.”

      Ruby blinked, unable to process the information for a moment. Then she asked, “So that’s it, then? I’m queen?” She lifted her chin in an attempt to be aristocratic. “Very well, I want my crown, my scepter, a bevy of beautiful servants to attend to my every whim, and more of this trail bread, immediately. Chop, chop.”

      Keshalla and Nadar laughed, and the mystic replied, “I’m sorry, but the last of those requests is the only one we can fulfill.” He tapped gently on the table, and another mystic appeared, exchanged words with their host, and bustled off. “To answer your question, no, you’re not the ruler yet. You have a great road left to travel. But now, we understand the route.”

      Ruby leaned back on the leather of her chair and tried to put her thoughts in order. “I don’t remember Kaeni being an active ruler. I thought the title was ceremonial, or hereditary, and the power part of it had gone away long ago.”

      Nadar nodded and paused as the refill of snacks appeared in the hands of his brethren. “We have some records, but you are correct. She preferred not to be noticed. Ruler and leader are not the same things, you see. Kaeni made great changes during her time, but she did so by cooperating with people, using influence and agreement instead of authority. Working with the skills she had, rather than the title others had given her.”

      “So is that how the gig works? If so, I might not be your girl.”

      Keshalla laughed. “I’m afraid I have to agree. She doesn’t have the personality for subtle coercion.”

      Nadar shook his head. “How you will lead is up to you. There’s no telling what you could become.”

      Ruby sighed. “I’m thinking tyrant. Anyway, what’s the next step?”

      Keshalla smiled. “Why, another quest, of course.”

      A groan escaped her. “I’m afraid I don’t have time right now. I’m a little busy on the other planet.”

      Nadar nodded serenely. “That’s fine. It will be here when you’re ready. Come to us when that moment arrives. Don’t wait too long though.”

      She asked, keeping most of the sarcasm out of her voice, “Or what, the prophecy will expire?”

      The mystic shook his head and looked concerned for the first time since their arrival. “No, but you might before you reach your destiny.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby gunned the engine on her ARCH 1 motorcycle as she sped it through the early morning streets of Magic City, wearing a slightly altered version of her true image. She’d slept for a while after returning home, then awoken at dusk filled with a need to move. She’d stopped by the liquor store to pick up a couple of bottles and carried them in her backpack.

      She rolled to a stop outside the closed gate of the Desert Ghosts’ garage and knocked. It opened slightly, she showed her coin with its identifying “P-23,” and it retracted enough for her to ride her bike past. She parked it and found Prex sitting in a circle of lawn chairs surrounding a bonfire built on an old truck tire rim. He patted the empty chair beside him. “Welcome, probie. I wondered when we’d see you again.”

      She swung the backpack off, sat, and rooted around inside it. She extracted a bottle of expensive silver tequila and handed it over. “Yeah, I know, I’m the worst recruit ever. Maybe this will buy me a little forgiveness?”

      The woman beside the dwarf snatched it out of his hands. “On behalf of all the witches here, you’re forgiven.”

      He laughed. “She’s the only witch present at the moment, so that’s not as impressive as it might seem. I’m sure she’s planning to share, right?”

      The other woman sighed theatrically and nodded. “Yes, of course.”

      Ruby pulled the other items out of her bag, which included a bottle of bourbon and a stack of nested metal cups. She laid them out, cast frost upon them, and poured, filling all four. Grabbing one for herself, she gave Prex the second, and the other two were quickly claimed. She lifted hers and toasted, “To forgiveness.” The others laughed, raised theirs, and everybody drank them down.

      After that she only sipped, keeping her intake low, only enough to relax, not enough to lose even an ounce of restraint. The group hit her radar as friends, but she wasn’t willing to count on it, not before getting to know them much better. She wound up deep in conversation with their leader and shared in broad terms that she was stressed out and floundering a little.

      He nodded. “Hero stuff’s hard. It’s good that you want to make a difference. You know, we’re always down for another adventure like last time.”

      She laughed. “Well, in the event I need to take down a convoy again, you’re the first people I’ll look for.”

      “I have an idea. We’re headed up to the abbey in the morning after riding around town to collect donations. How about you come with? You have an empty backpack, and it’s a way to do some good that doesn’t require you to put yourself in danger.”

      She nodded with a grin. “Will it get me closer to becoming a full member?”

      He laughed. “You’re still working off the forgiveness.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They stayed up all night, drinking and talking. In the morning, everyone participating in the ride drank healing potions to clear any lingering inebriation. The decision impressed Ruby on two levels: first, they were self-aware enough to do so, and second that they thought to use the potions that way. Have to mention this to Daphne, could be her next project. Dr. Daphne’s Patented Hangover Cure. She could picture the witch as an old-time barker selling tonic.

      They mounted their bikes and wound through town, repeatedly stopping to pick up donations from houses, apartment buildings, businesses, and even the casinos. When they were fully laden, they rumbled down the road to the abbey. It was tiring carrying the boxes and bags along the long path up the hill, but the reward was a beer tasting in the abbey’s giant hall, which was enjoyed equally by the folks who lived there and the bikers who were visiting.

      She took Abbott Thomas aside and explained who she was, drawing the connection between the allegedly human woman he knew and this version of her. He accepted the information without comment, despite the fact that he had to be aware she’d deliberately deceived him on multiple occasions. Ruby said, “I have a friend who a bad person recently hurt. He’s in the hospital, out of ICU, hanging out while he knits up. I’m worried they might come after him again. Is there any way he could convalesce here, instead?”

      His head bobbed in assent. “Of course. We have a healer who works with us on a part-time basis but has previously stayed on-site at need. We can ask him to do so again.”

      Ruby sighed in relief. “I’ll arrange to have him brought here through the receiving room later today.”

      The older man smiled. His long white hair was unbound and looked very much more relaxed than it did when he confined it. “Excellent. We’re happy to do what we can to support you. It’s a good thing you’re doing, you know?”

      She nodded. “For a while there, I had some doubts. But yeah, I think it is. Thank you for your help.”

      “Thank you for yours.” Together, they returned to the happy group in the hall. Ruby’s mind had cleared, and she was finally ready to relax. For a moment or two, anyway. Then it’s back to figuring out how to find Goryo and make sure he spends a lot of years in jail considering what a bad idea it is to hurt my friends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Goryo stepped out of the autonomous vehicle near the rear entrance of the Mist casino. His skin was burning up, and he was exhausted, but he’d won his prize. The artifact acquired from the dwarf was now embedded in his left forearm's flesh, to all outward appearances simply a hyper-realistic tattoo. He’d been tested long ago and discovered magic lay somewhere in his lineage, although it was too weak for him to access it. The artifact changed that, and he’d already briefly experimented with the shadow powers it provided. They would prove a nasty surprise for anyone who took him for a mundane human.

      The only thing that dampened his enthusiasm in the slightest was the newly arrived voice in his head, constantly urging him to use its power and further its goals, which seemed to be essentially sowing chaos. Fortunately, he’d spent a lifetime disciplining his mind and body. There was nothing his passenger could try that he couldn’t handle. He’d won another victory, as well. At that moment, his armor was in the hands of an expert he’d flown in to repair it and was guaranteed to be available for the big event later that night.

      First, one must set the stage properly to ensure the audience shows up. Scimitar’s voice in his ear assured him she had access to all the security cameras in the facility, and she guided him unerringly toward the laundry. The key card she’d arranged was as effective on that door as it had been on the outer entrance, and he walked into the sweaty room with the attitude of someone with a legitimate reason to be there.

      He snagged a uniform from a rack and continued onward, detouring into a nearby bathroom to switch outfits. When he emerged, he looked like any other member of the waitstaff. The infomancer was better than a map and guided him toward the kitchen, instructing him to pause or change direction several times to avoid guard patrols. Once inside the noisy and bustling cooking area, he secured a rolling cart and placed salads from the cooler on it, covering them with metal lids. No one will notice their absence since there are a ton of them prepared. Anyone I meet on the way will assume they’re entrées going where they belong.

      He made his way through the back corridor into the hotel section and called the service elevator with another press of his key card. It would deliver him straight to the penthouse floor, and his virtual guardian would use the resources available in the computer network to ensure he arrived without a problem. When the doors closed and the car started to rise, he broke into a smile. Won’t be long now.

      The murmur in his mind was almost gleeful at the thought.
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        * * *

      

      Rayar Achera sighed. He was increasingly annoyed by the other meeting participants’ seemingly obsessive focus on the subject of Gabriel Sloane. The Council had discussed the fallout of rejecting his request endlessly, and there was no need to rehash it here since many of the people present were also members of that group.

      The gathering was in the nicest conference room the Mist casino had to offer, taking up one end of the hotel's top level. A long oval table filled the middle of the space. A serving buffet holding snacks and beverages occupied the wall to his left. The wall to his right was floor-to-ceiling windows that provided a beautiful view of the mountains and deserts beyond the part of Ely that held the casinos. He tapped the table gently, and the sidebar conversations fell silent. “Ladies and gentlemen, the proposal under consideration is that we consider creating a canopy over the Strip, similar to the example provided by Fremont Street in Vegas.”

      His son Dralen nodded and added, “It would be expensive, obviously, but the technologies to program it are already developed and easy to use. Of course, whatever they’re able to accomplish down there, we can most certainly improve upon.”

      Nods and sounds of agreement came from around the table. Each participant wore a business suit of some kind, and most wore expensive jewelry to complement their looks. Each of the city’s groups was represented, as at the Council meetings, but most had brought along additional support given the opportunity, as he had invited Dralen. It’s important that he learns the inner battles among the owners, as well. I should have brought Morrigan, too.

      Jailynne Sunshi asked, “Why rely on technology at all? Instead of investing the capital to build this canopy, what if we allocated that money for hiring performers? They could put on displays of magic throughout the day, which would be far more on brand.”

      Rayar was one of several who nodded as they considered the idea. The mention of magic brought home to him yet again how strange it felt to be in this room, cut off from his power. Hidden at each end of the chamber was an anti-magic emitter, and the devices were always active during owners’ meetings to ensure utmost secrecy. Their hosts had also assured them the room was proof against any other kind of surveillance or signals, and the lack of connection on his phone suggested it was true. Not even the hotel’s Wi-Fi was accessible from inside.

      Elnyier countered, “That’s an ongoing expense. Would it be better to invest one time and have a reduced cost going forward? We know we have the resources to do it now, without too much extension.”

      The others began to debate again. Rayar sighed quietly, shifted his face into a neutral expression, and focused his attention on the words flowing by.
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        * * *

      

      Goryo stepped out of the elevator and rolled the cart toward the conference room. When he reached the end of the service hallway and entered the short corridor that preceded his destination, a pair of hotel guards instantly accosted him. They were bulky men in dress shirts and jackets but with heavy shoes that suggested steel toes and secure lacings. Clearly from the casino’s security contractor, since they’re apparently human.

      The way their hands stayed crossed over their stomachs would’ve been enough to warn him of guns, even if the faintly visible outlines of their shoulder holsters hadn’t confirmed their presence. He put on a fake smile. “Refills.”

      The nearest shook his head. “Rules are no one goes in. That includes you.”

      He gestured at the dishes. “Seriously, man, the stuff is getting cold. I’m doing what I was told to do.”

      The further one took a step away from the wall from where he flanked the other side of the door and turned to face him. “We’re following our orders, which say you don’t go in there. So mosey on back to the kitchen or wherever you came from.” He lowered his brow and stared hard, clearly accustomed to being able to intimidate people.

      Not how I wanted this to play out, but I’m adaptable. He was aware of the anti-magic emitters in the next room and didn’t trust the artifact to overcome them. In fact, he noted absently that its voice had grown quieter. It makes sense that the suppression would affect it. That provided additional mental focus as he stepped forward with his arms spread wide. “Look, guys.” He never finished the sentence. Instead, he launched himself at the man who had attempted to stare him down and delivered a pointed-knuckle punch to his throat. The guard stumbled backward, gaping in shock as he tried and failed to draw air through his fractured windpipe.

      He had to give the other one credit. He had his gun halfway out in the time it took to deal with his partner. Goryo rammed the elbow of the arm he’d punched with backward into the man’s face, missing the temple but connecting with the cheekbone and possibly fracturing it. He pivoted away, stepping out with his back foot and slamming his left hand down on his opponent’s right arm, which now had the pistol free of his jacket. Goryo's other hand grabbed the gun and gave a subtle turn that broke the man’s wrist. He twisted the broken joint to face in the other direction, put his finger over the guard’s, and pulled the trigger as he delivered a front kick past him to clear the door to the meeting room.
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        * * *

      

      Rayar had risen from his seat at the first noise outside, as had several of the others. They managed no more response than that before the door banged open at the sound of gunshots. A security person stumbled backward with another man, disconcertingly dressed in a staff uniform, repeatedly pulling the trigger of the weapon pressed against the guard’s torso. After three more shots, the guard fell, and the intruder smiled. “Thank you all for gathering yourselves together in such a convenient location. Now, how about a nap?”

      The gun dropped as the figure’s hands went behind his back. They returned to view, holding a pair of small canisters that were already smoking as he threw them onto each end of the table. Rayar instinctively tried not to breathe, but one of his colleagues rammed him in the stomach with an elbow while trying to make her escape. He huffed his breath out, then reflexively drew another in. The gas immediately sent a wave of exhaustion through him, and a moment later he collapsed, unconscious.
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        * * *

      

      Goryo watched the knockout grenades do their work as he placed a mask attached to a small canister of oxygen he’d hidden under his jacket over his face. After checking to be sure the casino owners were out, he returned to the hallway. He dragged in the other guard, who was unconscious or dead, and locked the door behind him, securing the heavy latch that might have helped keep him out if they’d been quick enough. Not so helpful as to actively prevent my entrance, of course.

      He crossed to the anti-magic emitters and placed small charges on each power cord, then moved as far away from the explosives as he could get and pushed the remote to detonate them. Moments later a portal opened, and several people came through. The one who had cast the spell to deliver them there was a wizard he’d worked with before, a man whose skills were exemplary and whose loyalty was for sale. Fortunately, once bought he stayed true, and Goryo made sure to keep him busy so he wouldn’t get second thoughts.

      The wizard had tagged the artifact for tracking before the operation. When he’d reached the room, the connection would have vanished, alerting the man that his part was imminent. As the anti-magic emitters failed, that detection resumed, and the wizard brought in the men Goryo had recruited for this phase of his plan. His human hirelings spread out and dragged the unconscious casino owners through the portal. The wizard, on the other hand, stepped up next to him and handed over a heavy duffel bag, a twin to the one the magical wore on his back.

      I guess that’s no longer a distinction I can use since I, too, am a magical. Although, fittingly, I’m descended from the Atlanteans, one of whom created this very artifact. Maybe someday he would investigate his ancestry more fully, but for now, he had a different task. He nodded at the wizard. “Okay, one more thing to do. Let’s get to the basement.”

      As he stepped outside the door, his earpiece reactivated and Scimitar advised, “Your path is clear to your final objective, and I’ll wipe the records so there’s no evidence that you left the conference room by any means other than the portal. Happy hunting.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sinnia Achera relentlessly paced the perimeter of her office in Spirits casino, as she’d been doing since the moment she was informed her husband and son had been kidnapped. Her daughters sat together on the room’s lone couch, trying to exude a calm that Ruby was sure neither of them felt. For at least the twentieth time, her mother asked, “What do they want?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Money, probably. That’s the most likely answer and the simplest solution.”

      The older woman nodded and turned the corner to stalk along the next side of the room. “Wasn’t stealing the gems enough?”

      Morrigan tried to reassure her. “Could be it’s a different bunch. Could be anything, Mom, but we’ll figure it out. They’ll get home safe.”

      The phone on Sinnia’s desk rang unexpectedly. It was the one she’d specified should only be used for contact from the kidnappers. She picked it up, and Ruby and Morrigan moved to stand beside her. Ruby lifted her cell to the receiver and hit record as her mother said, “Hello?”

      The caller was male and seemed equal parts haughty and satisfied. “By now you know that members of your family were kidnapped. There is only one way they will return to you safely, and that is for you to follow my instructions explicitly.”

      Sinnia interrupted, “Why have you done this?”

      The voice didn’t answer, didn’t change at all. Probably a recording, going to everyone at the same time. “If you want to secure the release of your families, you will clear the Magic City Strip by eleven this evening. No police, no pedestrians, no federal agencies, no magicals hiding under disguise.” He emphasized the word magicals, and at that instant, she realized it wasn’t about money. “At midnight exactly, we will trade the members of your family for the three costumed vigilantes who have been terrorizing the town.”

      Ruby snorted inwardly. You mean messing with your plans, scumbag. You’re the ones scaring people. “If they are not present at the appointed time, instead of transporting your families to the Strip, we will transport them to the world in between. This will be your only warning.” It clicked off, and Sinnia collapsed into a chair, tears finally overcoming her.

      Ruby hit the buttons to forward the recording to Alejo, whose number she legitimately had in her civilian identity, then patted her mother on the shoulder. “Go home where our people can take care of you. I’m going to visit the sheriff. Morrigan, maybe you can join me and share information afterward?”

      “You got it.” They headed for the receiving room and portaled to their bunker to prepare, stopping on the way to pick up Idryll, who definitely couldn’t be excluded from whatever was to come.
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        * * *

      

      Jared took the turn to go cross-country toward the GPS coordinates he’d been given and shook his head. Although they were out in the middle of nowhere, they kept their conversation guarded. “So, the news about that kidnapping is all over the place now. I’ve gotten messages from a few different people.”

      Grentham, in the passenger seat, nodded. “Yeah, my phone’s been exploding with texts.” Jared felt the other man’s eyes as he turned fully to face him and said deliberately, “Wonder who’s behind it?”

      He was sure his partner shared his certainty that Gabriel Sloane, the man they were about to meet with, was the answer to that particular question. Being rebuffed by the casino owners clearly wasn’t an insult he’s prepared to bear with grace. Out loud, he replied, “Guess we’ll find out, eventually. On the news, probably.” He hit the brakes and stopped the SUV a dozen feet away from the familiar limousine, under the watchful eye of a semi-circle of security people.

      They clambered out, underwent the obligatory pat down, and climbed into the back of the limo. Sloane was alone there, surprisingly. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen the man without his wife by his side. His mouth was set in a thin line, neither upset nor gleeful. Cold probably describes it best. Really cold. And far scarier than usual because of it.

      The business-suited man nodded at their arrival. “I have jobs for you tonight.” He pointed at Grentham. “You will be my bodyguard until the night’s activities are over. You can use your magic or whatever to get supplies, but I expect you by my side, ready to go, within a half-hour.”

      Grentham looked as though he might say something in response, then clamped his jaw shut and nodded. Good move, partner. Sloane turned his gaze to Jared. “You will round up the assistance you require to ensure that several tractor-trailers make it to their designated locations. I don’t care who you have to buy or who you have to kill. Those vehicles absolutely must be where they’re supposed to be at the appointed time.”

      Jared replied, “Of course, Boss. If you have any more information to share, it could make our plans more effective.”

      His slight frown was like a warning shot. “Your constant failure has lost you the right to that information. Now, you’ll do what you’re told, when you’re told, and that’ll be the end of it. Maybe, once you rack up a lot of successes, you’ll be able to move a rung up the ladder toward your previous trusted position.” He stared at them for a second, then added, “Make no mistake. Failure now means death, but only after a long time of wishing you were dead. Now get out and get to your tasks.”

      They complied and walked over to the SUV. Grentham muttered, “Well, that was certainly something. Take care of yourself, and if you decide now is the time, let me in on it.”

      Jared nodded. He didn’t think they needed to run, but he would make sure he was ready to do so as soon as he returned to the city. “You do the same. Stay safe.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham closed the portal from the security of his shop’s office and released a string of curses. Whether the fear that he was actively fighting off inspired them or his anger at the dismissive way Sloane had treated him, he didn’t like the feeling or the man who’d caused it. He moved to the wall on the side of the room that faced the adjoining business and whispered a spell. The illusion he renewed daily vanished, revealing a small set of dials, and he put in the proper code. A wall section, invisible in its seamlessness, opened slightly with a small pop. He pulled it open and hit the switch to activate the lights.

      His combat gear was inside, and he stripped down and changed into it as quickly as he could. Heavy cloth designed to stop objects from slicing through it formed the base layer, along with boots reinforced with metal in several locations. A thick leather-and-ceramic collar wrapped around his neck to protect him from strikes to the vulnerable areas it covered. A bulletproof vest was next, and a military web belt went on underneath. He slipped magazines filled with anti-magic bullets into leg pouches, one for his rifle and one for the pistol that rode at his left thigh.

      He withdrew the pair of axes he’d had since he was a teenager and had used on countless occasions. The blades were honed to a razor edge and kept that way with biweekly cleanings, and he was equally proficient with them in both melee and ranged combat. They slipped into protective sheaths at his hips, the handles pointing down and back. Last on was the rifle, a military model with a grenade launcher underneath. The strap that carried it contained half a dozen rounds of multiple varieties.

      He closed the closet and headed for the front of his shop. Okay, what would be best for whatever might happen? He chose a necklace with a moon pendant that held a shield spell, frost if he remembered correctly. Not the most powerful thing, but the best he had at the moment. He grabbed a pair of thick metal bracers and strapped them to his forearms. They would serve a dual purpose. First, they were strong enough to protect him from most handgun bullets unless someone was packing a big caliber. More importantly, their magic would activate when slammed together the right way. It generated a piercing noise that would explode the eardrums of anyone in a fifty-foot radius who hadn’t protected themselves first, according to the person he’d purchased them from. For emergencies only, in case it turns out he was lying.

      He portaled out of his office and into one of his pawnshops. His people lurched up at his arrival, and he nodded a greeting. “I’m gonna need your help tonight, boys. Link up with this collar so you can trace it.” They all touched it and concentrated to connect their magic to the item. “I’m heading out into the desert, but I want you to watch. If I don’t return to the city before dawn, no worries, but I’m pretty sure I’ll be here. If I am, you need to be close enough to intervene. Above all, stay hidden. No one, and I mean no one, can know you’re there. Finally, if you see me spread my arms wide like I’m planning to slam my forearms together, shield yourselves.”

      One of them asked, “What’s the deal, Boss?”

      Grentham shook his head. “I wish I knew. All I can tell you for sure is that it’s probably going to be big, and it’s probably going to be bad. Stay on your toes, and maybe we’ll all survive until morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby and her team were in the bunker with all of their gear laid out, ready for them to put it on and jump into action. Four hours to go. I never understood the phrase “time crawls” before this. The surrounding room seemed empty and barren in a way it hadn’t before, and her thoughts turned to Margrave, now safely ensconced in the abbey. At least they’ll take care of him, no matter what happens tonight. She wasn’t sure what the kidnappers had in mind but knew her chances of getting out of the situation alive weren’t exactly blowing the roof off the likelihood scale.

      Her sheathed sword lay on her lap as she sat cross-legged on the couch. Morrigan and Idryll had tried to talk to her a couple of times, but she couldn’t tear herself away from her ruminations. If they were logical, contained, focused, that would be one thing. However, her brain was rambling, babbling like an idiot. With an internal sigh, she drew the weapon and hurled the scabbard to the side, then settled the blade on her thighs and sent her thoughts inward.

      The beach materialized around her, with Shalia and Tyrsh standing nearby in their matching outfits. Ruby shook her head. “Not this, not now.” She made an effort of will and the scene changed, becoming a virtual version of an empty Magic City Strip, with only ghostly hints of the casinos bordering the sides.

      Shalia asked, “Where are we?”

      “My next battleground, and possibly the place where I die.”

      Tyrsh said, “So you have turned to us for counsel at this moment of challenge? Highly intelligent choice. You intuitively understand what we can be.”

      Ruby sighed. I’m so sick of secrets and puzzles. “Pretend that I don’t and explain it to me.”

      He clasped his hands behind his back with a nod. “Between us, Shalia and I have abundant experience in a multitude of things. Her approaches are more subtle, mine more martial, but both of us are equally deadly to those who would oppose us. Or our wielder.”

      “So counsel me, wise trapped sages.”

      The woman laughed, lower than she had the last time. Ruby got the impression she might’ve been putting on an act at their first meeting, attempting to seem less than she was. Subtle indeed. “Wisdom, maybe not. Experience girding for battle? Unquestionably. Let me guess. You feel afraid. Afraid for yourself, afraid for those who will enter the fray beside you, afraid for those bystanders who might be injured by your actions, or those who most definitely would be by your inaction.”

      Ruby grunted. “Right on the mark.”

      Tyrsh took up the conversation. “Somewhere inside, you’re criticizing yourself for feeling that way. As if you should be strong, should know everything about everything. Don’t try to deny it. People like us always face that moment.”

      “Yeah. I’m aware.”

      Shalia said, “It’s not about battling the fear, overcoming it, or denying it. Instead, you must be with it, accept its presence and move on. Doubtless, you’ve learned to do this with pain, to keep pushing regardless of what your body might feel. To even use it as fuel to push forward.”

      Ruby nodded. “True. But that’s easy because it’s me.”

      Tyrsh lifted a hand, palm up. “Exactly. Now you must grow, become bigger, accept this new challenge.”

      “The odds aren’t too good.”

      He laughed. “Oh, how many times I have gone into battle feeling that way. You may even be correct, but it doesn’t matter. You know what does?”

      Keshalla had drilled her endlessly on that particular topic. “Only my actions.”

      Shalia replied, “Exactly. Who you are is what you do. Not what you think, not what you believe, not what you say. Your actions tell your truth.”

      Tyrsh asked, “Have you decided what you’ll do?”

      Ruby nodded. “That part’s not complicated. Show up as I’ve been told to and fight.”

      The other woman shook her head. “If it were that simple, you wouldn’t have come to us. There’s something more.”

      The words jumped out of her as if they’d been itching to escape. “What if it’s not a fight they want? What if the price for freeing those they’ve taken is the surrender of my team and I?”

      Shalia clarified, “By surrender, you mean death.”

      Tyrsh observed, “This is a familiar conversation between us, is it not?” He didn’t wait for her to respond. “So at issue is the same question. What is your life worth? Of course, this choice isn’t only yours. If you do sacrifice yourself, will it save your friends? Will it save those your opponents have put in danger? Can you trust your enemies that far?”

      Her doubts crystallized, and she realized that was the issue she’d been circling without addressing. “No, I don’t think I can. I focus on whether I should choose to sacrifice myself, not on what would happen if I did. Of course, they won’t keep their word.”

      Her passengers nodded as one. “Then you have your answer. You cannot trust them, so you must defeat them.”

      Ruby opened her eyes, taking a minute to adjust to the real world. Her voice was raspy as she announced, “We’re not trading ourselves for them. We need a way to get the kidnap victims away from the scene.”

      Morrigan replied, “I’ve been thinking about that, too. Seems like it would be simple enough to have members of the families nearby under veils. They can cast portals underneath the captives’ feet from a distance, and our people fall to safety, maybe on some mattresses or something.”

      Ruby chuckled darkly. “Taking a page from your recent experience, eh?”

      The ghost of a smile fluttered across her sister’s expression. “Turns out I can learn. How about that?”

      “We can’t pull any punches on this one. When we hit, we hit fast. If things go right and they survive to be sent to prison, great. There’s no telling what other tricks they have planned though, and I’d rather not find out by losing someone we care about.”

      The others nodded, and Idryll replied, “Exactly what I was about to suggest.”

      Ruby snorted. “Of course you were. Carnivore.”

      Idryll bared her teeth in reply. The soft ping of an incoming signal startled her, then Demetrius said, “Okay. Get this. Our guy is back on the radar. All I’ve had for ages is the terrible music he listens to, but now he’s muttering to himself. Something about trailers and parking. I think they probably switched to texting for most communication, which means they’re seriously paranoid.”

      Morrigan interjected, “Guess Ruby will have to go on another date with him.”

      She responded to her sister absentmindedly. “Shut it. Tree, anything more?”

      “No, I have nothing else from him.”

      “Okay, pass that on to Diana’s team and Sheriff Alejo, please. Oh, and can you give us a flyover of the Strip?”

      Clicking sounded in the background. “Coming right up.”

      She grabbed her mask and put it on to await the feed, noting that the others copied her action. It took about a minute before the scene sprang to life. The wide pedestrian area that ran between the hotels was deserted. She’d never seen it that way, not even once, at any time of the day or night. It was a downright spooky spectacle. The drone flew the length of it, then circled and went higher, showing what was happening at the intersections with the casino walkways. Every access had a vehicle positioned across it, marked and unmarked cars and trucks. Standing at each was at least one person with a rifle, again, some in uniforms and some unmarked, but with the bearing of police. Accompanying each was a volunteer from one of the magical families that owned the casinos, or maybe a trusted staff member. They maintained force barriers to back up the police and ensure no one got onto the Strip.

      She asked, “Morrigan, can you coordinate getting the rescue in place?”

      “On it.” The drone swung around wildly and acquired a group of people walking down the middle of the pedestrian area between the casinos. She was concerned for a moment before she realized it was her mother and several other Council members. They strode along calmly, looking in all directions, presumably verifying that everyone met the kidnappers’ demands. She checked her watch and saw that the deadline for having it cleared was ten minutes away. She breathed, “Good work, Mom,” then removed the mask.

      Her sister coughed, and Ruby shifted her attention in that direction. Morrigan was rolling an arrow between her fingers, staring at the razor point on the end. She asked, “Do you think we’ll get them back?”

      She gave a slight shrug, more a nervous tic than a real movement. “I hope so. There’s nothing to be gained by killing them, but it’s not as if we’re dealing with rational individuals here. All we need is for them to honor the deal long enough for us to snatch our people away.”

      Her sister gave a vacant nod. “They?”

      “Goryo, for sure. Going after the armor has to be part of this. It’s too much of a coincidence otherwise. I’m not sure who else.”

      “The Aces Security guys.” She said it as a statement, not a question.

      Ruby nodded. “Probably. Still, there’s someone unknown behind them, pulling their strings, and that’s the person or people I’m most worried about.”

      Morrigan lifted the arrow. “I have a solution for that. A quiver full of them, in fact. Just show me who to shoot.”

      She had no answer for that, so she remained silent. When the clock hit eleven-twenty, they started donning their gear by unspoken agreement. At eleven-fifty, Ruby said, “I love you both. Stay alive, no matter what. I couldn’t continue if I lost either of you.”

      She locked her feelings down and pushed them as far into the background of her mind as they could go. “Let’s get moving.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Goryo moved through the dwarf’s portal first, stepping out of its path and turning a complete circle to ensure no nasty surprises were present. He waved at the others, and Gabriel Sloane and Grentham came through alongside a pair of wizards with raised wands. Goryo took a step forward and gave a slight bow toward the trio of costumed figures that awaited him. “I see you’ve chosen to accept my invitation.”

      The one with the sword and the dragon’s face, standing farthest to his right, nodded. “Show us your hostages, and we’ll talk.”

      He muttered, “Do it,” to the radio inside his armor’s helmet that connected him to Sloane and the dwarf. The former called, “Bring them,” and the wizards marched the captives through the portal. Their hands were bound behind them, and each had tape over their mouth. Hoods would have been his preferred option, but then they wouldn’t have been recognizable. When all were present, and the rift was gone, Goryo said, “A simple trade. You for them. Agreed?”

      The woman turned to look at her companions before nodding again. “Agreed.”

      Sloane barked, “Change of plan. Kill them.” Goryo twisted and drew his pistol in a single motion, putting anti-magic bullets into the foreheads of both wizards, who had only begun to move. He kept the weapon trained on the dwarf and said coldly, “No changing the deal. Once given, a promise is binding. If you want to find them and kill them later, that’s your prerogative. Today, we will honor our word.”

      Sloane stared daggers at him through the eyeholes in his mask. “Word of this lack of obedience will get around.”

      He shrugged. “The ones who are worthy of my business will understand. Stand down.” Sloane grumbled and moved away, the dwarf following him. Goryo turned to the costumed people. “Lay down your arms and come forward.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby considered the request one final time and discovered she still agreed with Tyrsh and Shalia. Sacrificing myself accomplishes nothing. Sometimes, you have to blow things up. She laughed inwardly. Especially if it’s a door. Hope you’re thinking good thoughts about me right now, Keshalla. She replied, “I don’t think we will.” That was the signal for their helpers, and a portal instantly replaced the ground beneath the captives’ feet. They were gone in the blink of an eye, and the hole closed before anyone could pursue.

      The armored man across from them laughed. “Well played. I had no doubt this would occur—that we would once again share a battlefield. Given the outcome the first time we met, I’m eager for a rematch.”

      Ruby grinned, appreciating his style even if he was an evil bastard. “Then bring it on, scumbag.” She circled to her left, Idryll stayed in position, and Morrigan moved to the right. They each had their assigned responsibilities, and hers was exclusively to deal with the man who had hurt Margrave. She sized him up as she closed, searching for any areas of vulnerability. A frown appeared as she thought back to their prior meeting and realized there was a significant difference.

      She triggered the comm. “His armor is different this time. Left arm is covered only to the elbow. Might be an opportunity, might be a trap. Keep an eye on it.” He raced at her while drawing his sword with a ringing chime. She matched him, knowing the magic-resistant armor would dissolve any power she threw at it and not wanting to use any of her toys until she thought they’d make a difference. Can’t waste any advantage here. His blade slashed down at her head, and she brought hers up in a block that deflected it to her right. She drew and stabbed her dagger in a single move, but it scraped off his armor without penetrating. Damn, it’s as solid as I remembered.

      They clashed three more times, his weapon gouging a seam in her protective vest and hers almost catching that bare arm before his subtle shift moved it out of the way. Plans ran through her mind as they fought, her body taking care of the blocking and striking while she worked on identifying a useful strategy. She’d lost track of time in the haze of battle but trusted Morrigan was moving into position to do her part. She noted in passing that he had an extra bandolier across his chest in addition to the strap that secured the scabbard on his back. Several canisters and what looked like darts filled it. Wonder if Margrave had those knockout darts made, and the bastard stole them. He didn’t mention it, though, so probably not.

      They crossed swords another trio of times. She managed a slice across the top of his knuckles, the welling blood a little reward. He suddenly turned and dashed away several steps, making a strange twisting motion with his body. When he spun to face her, his left hand gripped the shotgun that he must’ve attached to the back of the bandolier. She dove aside as he pulled the trigger, not willing to trust her magical defenses against this man, not after he’d drilled her full of anti-magic rounds the first time they’d fought.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan moved to her right, keeping one eye on Ruby’s battle and the other on the dwarf and the person he was apparently protecting. She presumed it was a dwarf, anyway, based on his height. Might be a troll, but doesn’t move like one, at least not the one I’ve met. Less bouncing, more stomping. He cast a shimmering wall to separate her from him and his boss, and she gave him a nod. Stay right there buddy. I’ll get to you afterward.

      She reached back and selected an arrow by touch, coming out with a gas arrow. Maybe if I’m lucky, Ruby’s opponent’s armor won’t block this. She drew and waited for the perfect moment, knowing Ruby would eventually move him into position for her to strike. Her sister dove out of the way as a loud blast went off, and Morrigan let go of the string without thinking. The projectile shot true, slamming into his shoulder and detonating to spread a gas cloud all over him.

      She watched, hoping he would fall, and reached back for another arrow. She chose explosive, one of the technology-based arrows the agents had provided. He dropped the shotgun, which hung from a strap, and grabbed something on his chest. The arrow sped toward him in the same moment he threw a canister at her. She sent a blast of force at it to deflect it out of line and called up a shield to protect herself from the now-more-distant detonation. Too bad I didn’t have enough time to marshal some energy and throw it back in his face.

      Her arrow hit the concrete at his feet and blasted him backward, his magic armor not proof against a very material-world concussion. She chuckled, then the grenade detonated. Her entire side erupted in flame as shrapnel ripped into it, passing heedlessly through her protection without even slowing. Only the distance she’d knocked it away saved her from being shredded. She collapsed to the ground, clawing at her healing potion and trying to maintain a hastily summoned shield to separate her from any attempt by the dwarf or his friend to take advantage of the situation.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll's first instinct was to help Morrigan or at least charge the dwarf and the human to keep them away from her fallen partner. No, I have to trust her to take care of herself. Her assignment was to wait for the instant the armored man was fully distracted, then get close and do her thing. The armor had turned her claws aside before, but mass was mass and strength was strength. It didn’t matter to her if his bones broke inside the armor or she ripped them out through his flesh, as long as they were out of commission.

      Their foe being prone from the arrow’s detonation fit the criteria. She charged forward with a roar that always sounded strange coming from her two-legged form and leapt into the air, intending to come down on his legs, hoping the explosion had done some damage to his magical protection. She twisted violently aside as he whipped something at her, a dart that turned into a bolt of flame as it traveled toward her.

      It slashed across her face, burning into the flesh of her cheek, and by the time she landed, she was in her four-footed tiger form, having lost only a second in the transition and adjustment. He scrambled backward, going for another one of the darts, but she jumped over him, digging her front claws into the join of his shoulders and neck and flipping him over with the intent of ripping his skull from his body. She yelled in pain as the armor’s magic tore into her, her very nature anathema to it, but his head came off.

      She tumbled, giddy with success until she realized her hands only held his helmet. The man himself was back on his feet with a grenade in each hand. He threw one at Ruby and another at her, then grabbed the gun dangling from the strap at his side.
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        * * *

      

      Grentham had wanted to take advantage of the archer’s fall, but the boss had refused his request. Getting really tired of this bastard telling me what to do. He forced calm into his voice. “Do you have any orders, then?”

      Sloane’s smile was apparent in his tone. “No, wait. The best surprise is about to arrive. I’m not sure if you’re aware of this, but the Paranormal Defense Agency, for all their good intentions, doesn’t have particularly strong security. Does it, Scimitar?”

      A new voice, female and computer-modulated, joined the channel. “Nothing that I couldn’t break with five minutes of effort. Are the drones a go?”

      Sloane laughed. “Oh yes. The drones are a go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Morrigan forced herself to her feet as the healing potion she’d consumed did its work, filling her side with even more agony as it pushed the shrapnel out. She muttered curses against the pain as she retrieved her bow, single-mindedly looking for the man who’d hurt her. She spotted him across the Strip, his helmet off and an angry look on his face.

      It required no thought to draw and fire a razor arrow aimed squarely at his head. She expelled additional curses as the projectile missed, his move to reengage with Ruby taking him out of line. Then a loud buzzing from above caught her attention as a trio of drones bore in on her, spitting bullets. She called up a force shield anchored to her left arm and crouched behind it, praying the drones carried ordinary rounds. At the rate they were coming, it would’ve cost a mint to arm them, if not.

      Their barrage deflected from the shield, the impacts feeding back into Morrigan's arm as the faintest echo of the pain she’d experienced. The drones split, one continuing forward and two moving to encircle her. She broke into a run, heading toward the dwarf and the man he was protecting, figuring that would at least shield her from one angle if they felt the need to act in defense against the PDA. She tripped and rolled, then drew and came up shooting, launching an explosive arrow at the nearest drone. It struck true, blasting off two of the thing’s fans, and the aircraft spiraled out of control in the direction of the casinos. Hope someone is watching out for property damage.

      She lurched back into motion as bullets traced a line toward her, courtesy of another of the drones making a strafing run. She called, “Drones suck. Mine don’t have anti-magic rounds, but they have a lot of the regular kind.”

      Kayleigh’s voice entered the conversation and urged, “Keep moving. Help is on the way.” Morrigan followed the advice, taking a circuitous route toward the nearest enemies to avoid spooking them. Sorry, Ruby. You’re on your own for a while.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby caught pellets from the shotgun in her leg, and when she rolled back to her feet, her movement included a significant limp. Spotting the inbound grenade, she reached out with a burst of force magic, knocking it as far away from the combat areas as she could. She’d seen the one he’d hurled at Morrigan and wanted no part of it.

      It required willpower to quash her desire to check on her sister and move toward Goryo instead. He matched her motion as he raised the shotgun to point it at her, but then three drones swooped in at her, bullets leading. Reflex took over, and she blasted force magic into the ground to lift her high into the air. She discharged electricity at the nearest on her way up, causing it to pause and hover, and a crazy, stupid idea occurred to her.

      She twisted her body to adjust her trajectory and landed on top of it. It was about the size of a large chair but not designed to hold her weight. The fans gave a struggling whir, then flamed out, and she used another blast of force magic at the ground to propel her in a shallow arc toward the next closest drone. It flew to meet her as if eager for the battle, and she summoned a force shield on her arm to intercept the barrage of bullets it sent her way, adjusting the angle in flight as the drone tipped slightly upward, seeking her head.

      Whatever other defenses it had, proximity alarms weren’t among them. She got close enough to slash her sword down through it, and the magically keen blade bisected the device. It fell a few feet ahead of her, and hers plummeted toward the ground. She landed on another blast of force magic, cushioning the impact, then snatched one of the electrical grenades from her belt and hurled it at the last of the trio. Force magic corrected its trajectory, and seconds later the drone was down. I’m getting good at this. Unfortunately.

      The sequence had given her opponent time to close, and she frantically grabbed the concealment grenade, throwing it and moving right before he fired the gun. Pellets slammed into the back of her Kevlar vest, feeling like a hundred sharp punches. None made it through to her flesh though, and she said a quiet thank you as she slipped under a veil and circled toward her target.
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        * * *

      

      After hurtling away from the grenade he’d thrown at her, Idryll had stalked her quarry from behind, taking advantage of his intense focus on Ruby. He hadn’t taken his eyes off the other woman, making it easy to creep in with him unaware of her presence. She needed to make the attack good, this time ripping his head off for sure before any more nasty tricks came into play. She accelerated and jumped.

      Something must’ve given her away, perhaps her claws on the concrete because he twisted toward her and thrust out his left arm. Perfect, I’ll bite it off. Instead, tentacles shot from it, long, slender limbs composed of shadow magic. They grabbed her in midair and slammed her to the ground, leaving her as stunned as if she’d fallen from ten times that height. Then, worse, they began to constrict.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan was about a dozen feet away from the pair when the dwarf spotted her and called up another force shield. She was surprised he wasn’t mixing it up, but clearly his sole objective was to run interference for the other man. Which makes that guy a high-value target. She considered the angles and fired an arrow in a tall arc, hoping to land the knockout gas at their feet by shooting it over the barrier.

      As it turned out, the dwarf was too cagey for that because her projectile bounced off an invisible section of the protective surface over their heads. His masked head nodded, and she returned the gesture. Don’t worry. I’ll come up with a plan to deal with you. For now, how about this? She pulled her screamer, the arrow version of a concussion grenade, and shot it at the armored figure with the tentacles coming out of his arm. Wait, tentacles? What the hell?
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        * * *

      

      Idryll spotted the projectile on its approach and waited a beat until it was close. Right before it struck, she shifted into her house cat form, leaving her belt and mask behind as she scampered away from the tentacles, which collapsed around the spot she’d vacated. She was sure they were reaching for her, was already dodging out of the way, but when the arrow hit, it exploded with sound and noise sufficient to make her head ring. Her most devout hope was that it did worse to its intended target.

      She gave up on trying to stalk the man and instead ran toward Ruby, who had appeared suddenly after the arrow’s activation, staggering backward from its effects. It only took a few steps before she was back in her large four-legged form, and only a few more before she arrived. Her partner grinned as Idryll padded up next to her. “Welcome to the party. Watch out for him throwing things. He has some stuff that sucks.”
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        * * *

      

      The tiger nodded, which was an amusing sight in itself. Ruby called, “Hey, chucklehead. How about we go back to the swords and quit this dancing around?”

      He lowered the shotgun and threw it aside. Drawing his sword, he gripped it in two hands, a different fighting style than he’d used before. He flowed smoothly toward her, and Idryll moved left while she moved right, ready to put her steel against his. She struck at his head, and he blocked it with his blade. She went low, and he stopped it with a booted foot. She growled, “That damn armor sucks, and his head is too easy a target to defend. Morrigan, can you shoot him?”

      Her sister replied, “Afraid not. I’m dodging another set of drones over here.”

      Kayleigh interjected, “We’ll take care of you in a second. That tip you gave earlier about the trailers finally percolated through our systems to something useful. We have a pair of threes: three eighteen-wheelers from a delivery service parked by three casinos. Deacon was able to hack into the company and discover they were stolen.”

      Ruby’s blood ran cold. “Explosives, you think?”

      The tech replied, “It’s what I’d do. Don’t worry, though. We’re parking signal jammer drones on top of all three. Unless they have some amazing skills, magic, and technology, they’re not going to get through our blocking. Trust me on this. We’ve tried to break it every way we know how.”

      So that’s the twist, Ruby thought. Try to kill the casino owners, try to kill us, and if things go wrong, blow up the casinos. Pretty nasty. “I’m sure they’ve already evacuated the customers, but we need to make sure they get staff out. Demetrius, call the casino master number I gave you and tell them to initiate a Priority Diamond action. Everyone will know what you mean, and helping to pass the word is part of the protocol.”

      Her boyfriend replied, “On it.” She heard the worry in his voice and realized suddenly that some of it might be about her. Can’t be fun sitting back and listening to all this nonsense, I suppose. Maybe I need to pony up and take him on a date instead of the other way around.

      Idryll's feint at their shared target focused her mind on the moment, and she ran toward him. She sheathed her sword, deciding it was time to try something different given her spectacular lack of success thus far. She summoned shields on both arms and flexed the left hand with the metal knuckles attached. He dodged away from the tiger, providing an opening for her to get close.

      She punched at him, sure that it would be a knockout, but he leapt into the air so her blow slammed into his armor instead. A finger broke, and she howled, more in annoyance than actual pain. Still, he was off his feet, if only for an instant, and that was something she could work with. She threw herself into him, leading with her shoulder and knocking him off-balance. Idryll raced in from the side and smashed into him, taking him to the ground. A shadow shield wrapped around him before he hit, preventing the tiger from getting in to do more damage, and he stood under its protection.

      Ruby decided she had endured more than enough of the smug look on his face, and if she was going to have broken bones, he deserved to receive some pain, too. She reached down with her right hand and snagged a throwing knife from her boot. She threw it as hard as she could, and it stabbed into the bare flesh of his left arm. He howled, an unreasonable amount of anger flowing from him, and she suddenly saw the whole picture in perfect clarity. “Holy hell. He has an artifact inside him.”

      Demetrius snapped, “What?” Morrigan replied, “That explains the tentacles,” and Kayleigh growled, “Damn, be careful. Those things suck.”

      Ruby didn’t need to be told twice, but she had no decent options. As he dropped the shield, she closed in again. If I can hit him with a good left hook, it’s nighty-night for scumbag.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan stopped moving as the hooded man the dwarf was defending pulled a device from his pocket and held it up for her to see. It looked like a small flashlight with a big red button on the top that flashed alarmingly. She said, “I hope you’ve got those trucks locked down. He’s holding a detonator of some kind in his hand.”

      Kayleigh’s urgent voice asked, “Is it a dead man’s switch?”

      “What?”

      The tech let out an exasperated sigh. “Is he currently pressing it? If he is, it probably goes off when he lets go. If he’s not, it’s pushing the button that does it.”

      “Okay, no, not pushing it.”

      “Good. The last jammer will be in place in fourteen seconds. No sudden movements.”

      She snorted inwardly. “Right, sure.” She looked at Ruby and Goryo, who were close together, and realized she had no chance to hit him without hitting her sister, too. Still, maybe she had a way to even the odds a little. As she pulled out the sonic distortion arrow and fitted it to the string, she warned, “Incoming, Ruby. Try not to fall.” Then, before she allowed herself to reconsider, the arrow sprang from the bow and raced toward its target.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby collapsed under the sonic shock of Morrigan's arrow, which had hit the ground between her and Goryo. She struggled to get back to her feet faster than her opponent when suddenly the attack on her inner ear vanished. He looked satisfied about something as he popped up and pulled his sword from its sheath. He swung at her, a wicked horizontal chop from the left, and she reached for force magic to coat her arm to block.

      It wasn’t there. Her mind had enough time to panic and send her tumbling out of the way before the blade chopped her in two, but she took a slash along her left arm that burned like acid. Figuring that if her shield didn’t work, his probably wouldn’t either, she yanked out her pistol and pulled the trigger convulsively, emptying the magazine in a flurry of shots. He crouched, covered his head with his arms, and let the armor absorb the impacts. Then he was up and rushing toward her again, and all she could do was charge at him with a scream, hoping she could get one hand or the other close enough to his unprotected face to end the fight.
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        * * *

      

      As Kayleigh announced, “Drones are down. You can take him out,” something changed with the dwarf and his boss. The shield fell, the dwarf pointed his weapon at her, and a grenade shot out of the tube under the barrel. Morrigan used force power to send the projectile back at him. His instinctive reaction was to do the same, and it flew off to explode where it couldn’t hurt anyone. She pulled an arrow and launched it, and he batted it out of the air with magic. She tried it again, and he repeated the defense.

      He dropped the rifle and pulled a pistol, allowing him to cast with one hand and attack with the other. She bolted, cursing the lack of cover in the area as she ran a weaving path, waiting for the inevitable moment that a bullet caught her. When it happened, it was in the form of a triple punch in the back that sent her sprawling, but the rounds didn’t get through the armored vest.

      Morrigan jumped up with a growl and dispatched a wash of fire at him, but he called up a shield to deflect it. She had no doubt she could take him in a different situation, where she could focus exclusively on him, but her eyes kept drifting to the man with the detonator and the one mixing it up with Ruby and Idryll. She ran to her right, doing her best to make the dwarf move so he’d be back-to-back with his boss. Then she sent in a gas arrow intended as a distraction. It hit the ground between them, and while the dwarf used his magic to push the vapors away, she loosed her last razor arrow at his face.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby swung at Goryo, and he blocked her arm with his armored forearm, then slashed at her head with his sword. She ducked under it, guiding his wrist up and away, then reflexively punched his exposed ribs. She pulled the blow as soon as she remembered he was wearing armor and she wasn’t, but when the knuckles struck they snapped with a loud shock. The noise startled him, and that gave her the instant of vulnerability she needed.

      Idryll had moved around behind him, and Ruby jumped and delivered a two-footed kick to his chest. She flew backward to sprawl on the ground, but so did he, right over the top of the tiger that had read her move and driven herself at the back of his legs. He landed hard, and Idryll twisted, leapt into the air, and descended on him with all her weight, the loud crack indicating the blow had compromised his chest armor.

      Ruby dashed to his side and encased his left lower arm in a force shield on the way, ready to chop the limb off with her sword if her magic failed again. It confined the tentacles that tried to lash out and gut the tiger. He’d lost his weapon during the fall, and his free hand grabbed a grenade on his bandolier. Idryll dove off and captured his hand in her fangs, yanking his arm to the side hard enough to make the chest crack a little more. Ruby fired lightning into the damaged portion, and he stiffened and shook. She finally put him out with the punch to the face she’d been trying to land, discharging the remaining stun power and overloading his nervous system.

      She fell to her knees, panting from the blood loss caused by her wounded arm, and popped open her other healing potion. “For the love of all that’s holy, please make sure this bastard doesn’t get back up, even if you have to tear his arm off to do it.”

      Idryll's grin was visible even with Goryo's forearm trapped between her fangs.
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        * * *

      

      The arrow whizzed across, and only a last-second dodge kept the dwarf from being impaled. While the bolt missed him, it didn’t miss the other person she was aiming at and slammed deep into the back of the man he was supposed to protect. He ripped off his mask, seeming to gasp for air as he turned reflexively to see where the grievous injury had come from, and she recognized him immediately: Gabriel Sloane. Of course. He convulsively jammed down the detonator button. Morrigan cringed, but there was no result. She shifted her attention to the dwarf, but he was already running toward the casinos. “Appropriate.” She shook her head and called, “See you next time, coward.”

      She knelt beside Sloane as he slumped to the ground, his breathing shallow and irregular. Her arrow hadn’t come out the front, so she supported his shoulder with one hand to keep him from falling backward onto it. Ruby covered the six feet from the other fallen man to kneel on his other side and said, “How’s it look?”

      Morrigan replied, “He’ll live, I think. As long as we get some ambulances in here, stat.”

      Demetrius asked, “Is it safe to do so?”

      Ruby said, “Yeah, go ahead.” She looked down at the man and sighed. “Quite the audacious plan, blowing up the casinos. You don’t like to lose, do you?”

      Something between a cough and a laugh came out of his mouth as he shook his head. “No, I do not. All you bastards had to do was let me build one casino here. Was that seriously too much to ask?”

      Morrigan snorted. “They did their research on you, Mr. Sloane. Once you had a foothold, you would have made moves to take over the whole place. You’re not historically kind to your business partners.”

      He nodded. “Maybe this time it wouldn’t have been like that. I really wanted this. Wanted to go fully legit.” He laugh-coughed again. “Well, as legit as a casino can be.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Well, you’ll have a lot of time to imagine what it would have been like in prison, I guess.”

      Sloane’s gaze shifted past her, and he shook his head, seeming sad but somehow still defiant. “No. I think I’d rather go out with a bang.”

      Morrigan caught the motion from the edge of her eye. She was reaching for an arrow in an instant, the most lethal of the bunch, the one she called the spinner. It was a tech arrow, designed so it traveled faster by spinning as it flew. She knew that to loose it meant death for the target in most cases, which was why she hadn’t felt the need to use it before. She released it at the same moment Ruby dove at the man she’d downed, the man with one arm trapped in Idryll's mouth.

      The other arm, though, the one with the artifact on it, was in motion toward them. The tentacles shot out of it, crossing the distance between them in no more than a second, and she screamed a futile warning to Ruby. It arrived too late, but it didn’t matter. Goryo hadn’t aimed the attack at her. His shadow magic assault speared through Sloane’s throat, clearly severing all sorts of important things to judge by the way he immediately twitched and sputtered.

      Her arrow took the man who had hurt Margrave in the face, ending him for good. She turned to Sloane, as did Ruby from her prone position near Goryo. He made one last convulsive jerk, then his eyes defocused. A series of loud sounds that could only be explosions came from the left side of the Strip, and Morrigan jerked her head toward the noise in time to see the Mist casino shudder, creak, and begin to collapse in upon itself.

      She watched in horror as it cascaded down like a house of cards, damaging the Darkest Night casino next to it and shooting a column of dust up into the air. She had no words, couldn’t put together any coherent thoughts in the aftermath of such wholesale destruction. In moments where emotion overcame her, she almost always did the same thing and turned to her sister for comfort.

      Ruby couldn’t offer it, though. Her body was locked like a plank, rigid and vibrating as if it would shake itself apart. Morrigan's mind babbled with terror at the sight of the octopus-shaped bracelet that was digging its way into the flesh of her sister’s left forearm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby found herself in darkness with no idea how she’d arrived there. The space felt enormous and abandoned. Am I dead? What happened?

      A low chuckle sounded from nearby, and she turned to see Mirra Kaeni stride forward, dressed as she’d seen her last, in shining chain armor with ebon plates over the top, both setting off the snowy white hair and pale skin to good effect. “No, you’re not dead. You are simply inside your mind.”

      “You can read my mind here? Is that part of being the Mist Elves’ ruler, or what?”

      “No, that’s a feature of your will. You are shouting out your thoughts. I cannot help but hear them. To the question of the ruler, the mystics are quite right. I accomplished a great deal during my time, but it was more often through coercion rather than agreement.” She stepped closer, opening her arms wide. “Power, you see, is a baseline requirement. Once you have it, people are far more willing to agree to do what you request of them. Then, one can choose to be magnanimous in their dealings with others. It makes great, great works possible, the kind that benefits everyone and transforms societies.”

      Ruby sensed pressure on her senses. She’d experienced it before and had generated it once. “Nope, I think we’ll stay in this setting, thanks. You know, what you describe sounds a lot like manipulation. Like how you’re trying to manipulate me right now.”

      The other woman’s tone changed, sounding far more unlike Ruby’s memory of her as she spoke with a syrupy sweetness tinted with wheedling. “I had to test you. Make sure you were worthy, which you clearly are. You and I can be equal partners. Together, we will build our power in your world. Together, we will make amazing things happen, fantastic things that will benefit all the people.”

      Ruby shook her head. “I know you’re not Kaeni. Get out of my head and show yourself.”

      A flash of light filled the space, doubtless a memory pulled from her battle with the mad Mist Elf, and an Atlantean stood before her. He was tall, dark, and haughty, with arrogance radiating from him. His black hair was bound in thick locks that fell over his shoulders and hung down nearly to his waist. He wore blue and green armor that appeared to be composed of individual scales, each perfect and shining, seeming to ripple as he breathed. He held a trident in his right hand, almost as tall as he was, and a weighted net in his left. “Very well.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “Wow. How stereotypical. Should I call you Aquaman and be done with it?”

      He snarled, “We are the source of the stereotypes. When pitiful humans from long ago worshiped Poseidon and Neptune, they were truly paying homage to us. As was, and is, right and proper.”

      Ruby crossed her arms and shook her head. “Yeah, whatever. Delusions of grandeur, I say.”

      He demanded, “I say you will follow my orders and submit yourself to me, or I will fill your world with pain.”

      She couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Buddy, I never do what anyone says. That’s kind of like my main thing.”

      “Perhaps a taste of that pain shall prove informative.”

      He pointed the trident at her and sent a blast of electricity cascading from it. She waved her hand, and it vanished, transforming into a shower of sparkles. “Please. If we’re in my head, nothing’s going to be decided by magic. Did you not learn even that little thing about me?”

      He broke into an unexpected smile, and she realized he could be handsome if he weren’t so malevolent. Kind of like the devil in stories, I guess. My personal Asmodeus. “Very well, then. Let’s see what you’re made of.”

      He rushed forward to battle her, and she dashed ahead to meet him. She expected him to throw the net, but he didn’t, and her respect for his tactics shifted up a notch. Better to wait until I’m not expecting it, obviously. She kept her hands at the ready, and when he stabbed out the trident, it was a simple matter to dip slightly and bring her hand around in a circle to block the shaft, pushing the tips away from her.

      She slammed a quick sidekick into his ribs, but he seemed unmoved by her martial display. He spun backward, leading with his elbow, and she dropped to the ground to strike at his knee. He twisted at the right instant, and her foot caught the back of the joint rather than the front or side. What might have cost a lesser opponent their balance only sent him into a cartwheeling disengagement. She rose, and he waited for her to find her feet. His tone suggested grudging respect. “You fight well. Perhaps we could be partners in truth. I’ll admit my earlier offer was indeed manipulation. Now I see that you are worthy.”

      Energy flowed through her, and she realized the fighting hadn’t drained her at all. In fact, she felt better than she had for some time. This is pure. This is me, no one else. Man versus man. Well, okay, woman versus imaginary mythical prince of hell, but close enough. She charged ahead without responding, and he tried the net. She cut to the side and rolled, almost avoiding it altogether. It snagged her foot, but she extricated herself before the weights could wrap all the way around and slow her.

      He twirled the trident through a series of spins, its heaviness negligible in his hands, and surprised her by going for a smash with the finial on the end opposite the spikes. She leaned away to avoid it, and he lunged forward to compensate, extending it enough to catch her a painful blow on the cheek. Blood seeped into her mouth from her nose, and she laughed. She hadn’t fought a battle so pure in forever, probably since the days of training with Keshalla before coming back to Magic City.

      She scowled at the notion that returning to her hometown had soiled her somehow, then realized he was trying to play with her brain again. For all the talk of a truce, which I would never accept anyway, if this bastard wins, I’ll be his puppet. That won’t be good for anyone, but most especially not good for those I love.

      She strode forward with purpose, intent on ending the fight. He recognized the change in her attitude and shifted to a defensive posture, blocking her attempts to punch and kick him while snapping out his blows only when he could be sure of not overstepping. She feigned a wound, hoping he’d buy into it, but he smiled and continued. Dammit, this could go on forever. I’m guessing I won’t keep feeling strong for as long as he will since this is his domain, even if I have some influence on it. She disengaged and tried to force the surrounding area into a different shape, recalling the mountaintop with its clean, cold purity, but failed to accomplish it.

      Okay, I might be in trouble. As if the thought had summoned them, Shalia and Tyrsh appeared a short distance away. Her foe started at the sight of them and moved into position to defend against all three. Shalia stood with her arms crossed, shaking her head at the Atlantean. “Pathetic. Of all the potential venues you could try, this is your choice?” She gestured at the surrounding space. “No wonder your people lost their homeland.”

      Tyrsh added, “And seriously, a trident? I know it’s historical and all, but it’s so impractical. You know what’s much better? A sword.”

      Her sword suddenly filled her grip, and she grinned. “Now, let’s see what you’re made of.”

      The Atlantean backpedaled as she rushed forward, stabbing with his trident in a series of thrusts to keep her at a distance. She sidestepped the first, spun away from the second, and smashed her blade against his weapon in a strength-on-strength block for the third. If the clash had been purely physical, she might have lost that particular contest, but in her mind, she flat out refused to. The clash opened him for a kick, and she stomped his knee, then whipped an elbow into his face as he fell.

      She stood over him as he lay on the ground, writhing and bleeding. Then he stopped, looked up at her, and laughed. “Well done, Ruby Achera. We will do this again and again until you finally surrender and do as I say.”

      She shook her head. “Please review my earlier comments about how likely I am to do what anyone says, much less a scumbag like you. Also, anytime, anywhere, chucklehead.”
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        * * *

      

      She woke suddenly to find herself on the ground in the real world. The cool grip of her sword filled her hand, and Morrigan and Idryll stared down at her. She rasped, “Whoever gave me the sword, good call.”

      Idryll grinned widely. “My idea. Your sister would’ve never thought of it. Honestly, it’s a wonder the two of you made it out of your childhood, given the lack of a single brain shared between you.” Morrigan offered a rebuttal, including a couple of choice curses, and the verbal battle was on.

      As the shapeshifter continued to add inventive insults to the list, Ruby smiled and closed her eyes, trusting her partners would keep her out of danger while she rested for a minute.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It took a full week before things were even marginally back to normal in Magic City. Ruby, Morrigan, Idryll, Demetrius, and Margrave celebrated Margrave’s release from his sickbed by gathering at Gambler’s Victory, one of the more expensive and not-subtly-named places in town. They were seated at a round table in the corner, and both Ruby and Morrigan maintained sound shields so no one could overhear them. They couldn’t do much about lip readers but had no reason to think anyone would care to watch them at the moment, anyway.

      Demetrius said, “Finally, she asks me out on a date but doesn’t mention it’s a group thing.”

      Morrigan teased, “Woo,” filling it with insinuation. She waggled her eyebrows for emphasis.

      He scowled at her. “Who’s paying?”

      Ruby replied, “Dralen, of course.”

      Margrave asked, “Is he aware of that fact?”

      Morrigan shook her head. “Hell no.” Everyone laughed together.

      They made small talk during the appetizers, but by the time their entrées arrived, they had moved on to practical matters. Family-sized platters of pasta were passed around, along with the large stuffed pork chops the place was known for. Carb city. Bring it on. Ruby said, “Even with the major events and two of the bad guys shuffling off the mortal coil, nothing is over.”

      Margrave nodded. “Yeah. The PDA is already buckling down, and the security companies are sniping at each other as if there’s going to be an all-out war for business.”

      Demetrius added, “Or an actual all-out war.”

      Morrigan observed, “You know, within twelve hours of the Mist collapsing, Sloane’s widow filed paperwork to buy the site and build a casino.”

      Margrave asked, “Won’t the Mist come back?”

      Her sister shook her head. “The Sunshis feel that the next move against them will be straight-up murder to get the property, and they’ve decided they prefer to live. They’re heading back to Oriceran, and the Council is buying the site from them and keeping it in trust until they decide what to do with it.”

      Margrave turned serious. “The family might be making the wisest choice. Maybe you three should consider doing the same.”

      A trio of head shakes answered him. Ruby said, “We’re not going anywhere until Magic City is free of all these scumbags.”

      Idryll added, “Where she goes or doesn’t go, I’ll be at her side.”

      Morrigan grinned. “Not getting rid of me that easily, old man.”

      A smile replaced Margrave’s momentary seriousness. “I guess it’s time to start working on some new gadgets in earnest, then.”

      Ruby chewed and swallowed. “I have some ideas.”

      Her sister replied, “Stupid ones, as usual. I have much better ideas. Let’s do mine first.”

      Idryll shook her head sadly. “See? Can we banish the children to the bunker for a week, please?”
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        * * *

      

      Jared Trenton noted that where before there’d always been only one or two guards accompanying him and Grentham to the Reno penthouse, on this visit that number had increased to four. I guess the wife is even more concerned with security than her husband was. They were escorted into the living room, where Julianna Sloane sat on the couch awaiting them. He was used to seeing her in outfits that showed off her assets. Today, instead, she was dressed in a black business suit with a charcoal blouse and low heels beneath a skirt that reached almost to her knees. Her jewelry was elegant but understated, appropriate for a woman in mourning.

      She gestured for them to sit and waited in silence while they complied. “You need to understand that my husband was obsessed with Magic City on a very personal level. It was something about being tormented by magicals when he was young. He was never willing to tell me the whole story, but it was a deep hurt that never healed. It colored everything he did there, despite my best efforts to provide perspective.”

      He nodded, and Grentham did the same, but he was unwilling to speak. Although she seemed sane and steady, he’d seen the wildness in her eyes and knew, if anything, she would be quicker to turn to violence than her husband had been.

      Julianna thanked the tuxedoed servant that handed out three glasses filled with ice and vodka and sipped from hers. He followed suit because he had to, hoping she hadn’t decided to poison them. She continued, “For me, it’s not personal. It’s business. The business of acquiring money, and influence, and ultimately, power. Make no mistake.” She set the glass on the table and stared at them. “We will find a way into that city, and we will kill anyone we must to achieve that goal. My husband was obsessed, but his instincts were as sharp as ever. Ely offers opportunities that Vegas, Reno, or any other gaming center can’t match. One of two things will happen: I will own the city, or I will reduce every bit of it to flaming wreckage.”

      She twisted her body slightly and locked her eyes on Grentham. “I’ve seen the footage of the event. You ran.” The words came out like an accusation, and the dwarf flinched under her assault. “Still, nothing you could have done would have changed things at that point. So, while you have demonstrated a concerning streak of cowardice, you get to live and try to overcome it.” Her chin raised a touch. “I believe we can all better ourselves.”

      Jared wondered where she’d come from, who she’d been before she met Sloane. Something to investigate if I can figure out how to do so with complete and utter deniability. Her gaze landed on him, and he forced himself to meet it. She said, “Your leash is a little longer than it was, but only slightly so. I’m bringing in help under my exclusive orders. You and your partner should concern yourself right now with gathering all the information available on the quickest and easiest way to turn the Council to our perspective. I presume it will involve killing several of them, which is acceptable. I need to know which ones if I’m to avoid the inconvenience and delay of doing away with them all.”

      She shook her head, appearing suddenly sad. “My husband was a sword. I am a scalpel. Both can get the job done.” She stood, signaling that the meeting was at an end. “If they don’t see it my way on the issue with the open plot that used to hold the Mist, we’ll have to create a few more spaces ripe for new construction, won’t we?”
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      Thank you for reading Book 4 in the Magic City Chronicles, and for continuing on to read these author notes! I can’t believe how fast this series is flying by!

      There’s a discussion in writing circles about whether you’re a “Plotter,” or a “Pantser.” One who plots (duh), vs. one who sets the scene and lets the characters lead wherever they will. It’s kind of a false dichotomy, because to some degree we all do some of both, but it’s true there’s a general preference toward one or the other.

      I’m a plotter. I set up overall points for a series, then outline each book in an excel spreadsheet with a sentence or two per chapter telling me what to do. Then, I expand those sentences right before I’m about to write, into a page or so of things to mention or do. Sometimes complete with dialogue, sometimes not.

      But the thing about that is that the final version of that spreadsheet often winds up looking different from the one I started with, because the characters do take over sometimes. You get an idea, you write it down, and suddenly your plans have changed.

      That happened more times in this book than in any I’ve ever written before. I knew I wanted the sword, the Rhazdon artifact, and the big finish. I didn’t realize that the main villain wouldn’t make it out of the book alive. I didn’t plan to have Ruby infected with the Artifact. That stuff just tumbled out of me and was too good not to keep.

      So, writing for me is a lot like reading. While I have an idea what’s coming up next, it’s always possible it will change. Which is beyond cool, right?

      Anyway, I’m feeling the Federal Agents of Magic vibe again bigtime. My first thought on the next series is to go back to work with those characters, although Martha and Michael would have to buy in for that to happen. We’ll see how that works out!

      I made the mistake of buying Civilization VI. That game is too addictive for words. Stay away. Stay far away. After much effort I secured a PlayStation 5, not because I needed it but because something inside me was obsessed with the idea of having it. I’m not proud of that. But I have to say, Spider-Man: Miles Morales is gorgeous. I’m looking forward to seeing what Avengers and Cyberpunk 2077 look like on it. Also, I bought Gauntlet, which I remember so fondly from my younger years, and am looking forward to making my kid play it. (“Blue Valkyrie needs food badly!”)

      Really enjoyed Flack on Amazon Prime Video, and finishing up the Mandalorian on Disney Plus. I’m still really confused about the pacing in that show. It’s so great story-wise, but so incredibly slow. Still, nice to see Kara Thrace again! Next up: WandaVision, and then the next Marvel thing.

      Hershey park in PA opens on April 2. The kid and I will be there if my writing is done on book 5 and the weather permits. I got my second vaccine shot, so I’m brave enough now to consider being out and about (fully masked, etc., I’m not a fundamentally healthy person).

      Still rereading the entire “Foreigner” sequence by C.J. Cherryh to keep my brain under control. Eagerly anticipating Ready Player Two when I find time for it.

      Before I go, if this is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      Let’s talk about vulnerability. Did everyone just cringe a little? Maybe just rolled your eyes? I get it and I feel the same. It seems to be my word for the year. I’d like to trade it and I’d like to master it, both at the same time.

      Pretty standard for me. Kind of how I feel about parties a lot of the time. Want to be invited, don’t always want to go. (But to my credit, go anyway, have a great time, wonder why I don’t go more often – repeat.)

      I’m sure lockdown has a lot to do with this life lesson that keeps coming up. (Lockdown, quarantine. Kind of the same thing.) I live alone with two dogs and there’s only but so much TV I can watch. Eventually I had a lot of spare time on my hands and I got a good look at a lot of my life.

      It’s actually a really good life. Sorry, there’s no real sad story here. It used to be more of a hot mess. (See past author notes for loss of everything I owned, lots of cancer, great comeback. You get the idea.) Lately, it’s been pretty good except for maybe that whole 2020 in general thing.

      Which brings me back to what I noticed and have even sought out others to work on – vulnerability.

      The researcher and fellow Austinite, Brene Brown describes vulnerability as ‘uncertainty, risk and emotional exposure’. All of those sound so risky, full of awkwardness and are absolutely necessary to have deep, meaningful relationships with friends, family or any kind of loved ones.

      It’s probably a good thing that vulnerability is required to make strong connections or else a lot of us wouldn’t try it. Staying behind a few well-constructed walls of who we want to be seen as, minus the need to expose things I’m not sure about or worry aren’t good enough sounds like a good idea.

      Too bad it ends up holding people at arm’s length and can lead to feeling lonely in a room full of familiar faces. The only way out is to risk being myself and trusting my tribe will find me.

      They always do, you know.

      As an added bonus, when I did finally risk it all and was myself, I got to know me a lot better too. These days when someone asks, what do you want to do, I actually have an answer.

      But apparently there’s a new layer to let go of that I’ve noticed over the past year. Some places where I have found ways to hold back, be quiet and resist talking about myself. Frankly, without quarantine, I think I may not have noticed. Then, to make sure I didn’t talk myself out of looking at how to do more, I found some people who wanted to work on that same thing with me.

      I only regret that occasionally.

      So far, I have resisted progress on what looks like micro steps with a lot of bluster and words. Good sign I’m on to something and just need enough courage to keep going to get results.

      With quarantine easing and the world opening slowly back up again, I wonder what I will clear out and what new things I will find. More adventures to follow.
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      Bad thoughts bounced around Ruby Achera’s brain as she hurtled along the desert highway, seeking relief. Highway, hell. Two lanes, imperfectly paved, twisting and turning at random is not my definition of a highway. The motorcycle purred beneath her as she wound through the turns, barely enough of her intellectual capacity devoted to the process to keep her on the road. The rest of it battled the insidious mental messages the artifact in her left forearm pummeled her with. She’d won the initial battle and had presumed the ones to come would be less fierce, or at least less constant. Instead, every time her mind wandered, the Atlantean magic sought to increase its influence upon her.

      Those murmurings had pushed her out of bed at two in the morning, sent her straight to the motorcycle and out onto the road. The full black helmet completely obscured her features, the anonymity giving her a sense of freedom. Her black leather uniform top hid the tattoo that was the external proof of the artifact’s existence. On its own, the bottom layer of her costume was generic enough not to connect to her identity as Magic City’s defender, and the tunic and trousers offered the best protection possible against any sort of damage short of a full suit of body armor. Her high boots laced halfway up her calves, and thin riding gloves covered her hands to protect them from the whipping sand.

      She carried fewer weapons than usual because Ruby Achera, allegedly adopted scion of the family who owned Spirits casino on the Ely Strip, wouldn’t have a good reason to lug them around. The artifact mocked her for all the identities she possessed, and she growled and accelerated. The ARCH 1 leapt underneath her like an eager horse and sped forward. Although as a Mist Elf she could always turn to her magic, she still hadn’t been comfortable leaving all of her offensive tools behind. A document tube strapped diagonally across her back concealed her sword, as yet unnamed, and the pair of personalities it contained. She had turned to them more than once to help her fight off the artifact’s influence, but even that had become more a chore than a relief.

      This moment, flying along the highway in the dark, under the stars, alone in the middle of nowhere, was decidedly not a chore. It gave her a sense of liberation, something she hadn’t felt too often since her return to Magic City. Out here, she could even portion off a part of her thoughts to consider the future, about the techno-magical items she might create, about where her relationship with Demetrius could go, about fulfilling her destiny on the other planet.

      A low chuckle rumbled through her mind. Indeed. Once you have amassed all that power, then I will take you as my own.

      “Shut the hell up, you scummy bastard.” She’d turned insulting the artifact into a stupid game that nonetheless amused her, and her names for it ranged from the most sophisticated insults to the basest epithets. She stiffened slightly as her phone vibrated in her pocket, but she didn’t dare take her focus off the highway to see who sought her attention. You definitely don’t text and drive when you’re on a motorcycle, not if you want to be alive at the end of the ride.

      A notice at the side of the road proclaimed Cherin, Nevada, a mile ahead. The sign was as dilapidated as the town it heralded, a remnant of a time left behind by the modern world. She’d been through the area several times before on rides similar to this one, though not with the artifact murmuring in her head and not quite so late at night. It was a crossroads with an old filling station, now shut down, a four-unit motel that had probably been dismal in its prime but was currently clearly vacant and boarded up, and what had been a diner, a squat building that had mostly fallen in upon itself. That reminds me, we still need to clear that second escape tunnel from the bunker. They’d discovered the passage ended beneath a collapsed building, and Margrave assured her it would be easy enough to build up a protective structure not visible from the outside to permit its use.

      The voice in her head offered no comment on that particular plan, and she sighed in relief. She came around a bend and spotted the gas station ahead to her right, opposite the diner on her left. The once-motel held a position on the diagonal from the gas station across the intersection.

      A glint caught her eye from a place where a glimmer shouldn’t be, the roof of the squat building that serviced the fuel pumps. It preceded the sound by only an instant, the report of a rifle loud and echoing in the empty desert. Guess there’s no need for a silencer out here, her brain supplied unhelpfully. The bike jerked and flipped, sending her hurtling through the air. Front tire hit, her mind offered, again with no particular benefit.

      Her reflexive force shield, which had saved her when the bar at the Mist had exploded in her face to welcome her back to town, was already forming around her. She automatically calculated angles and trajectory, allowing the protective cocoon to solidify before using more force magic to cushion her landing and keep her from scraping her way across the road. Feedback from the impact and continued motion transmitted through the shield as a sensation similar to pain, but nothing like the real damage and agony the accident would’ve caused.

      She wobbled up to her feet, shivering with adrenaline. The involuntary meeting with the ground had spider-webbed her faceplate, and she pulled off the helmet and dropped it to the pavement. She’d landed more or less in the middle of the intersection before sliding through it. Motion drew her eye to the three figures advancing toward her, one from the diner, one from the gas station, and one from the hotel. The third was the nearest, so she charged that one.

      The figure was human, a woman, and raised a rifle in response to her rush. It spat bullets out at her in a stream, and Ruby slashed her hand across on a diagonal, creating an angled shield to intercept and deflect them. No way they’ve got anti-magic rounds. If they were that competent, they wouldn’t have missed me and hit the bike in the first place. She didn’t make the mistake of assuming they were amateurs. Probably, they were pretty good at what they did, but no one would send their most expensive team against Ruby Achera. There would be no reason since as far as the world knew, she was the dilettante adopted human daughter of wealthy parents. Entrepreneur. Innovator. The words she’d used with her family in jest filtered through her mind randomly.

      Ruby snarled, “Okay, wench, innovate this.” At a distance of ten feet, she sent a large force wave at the other woman, throwing her backward toward the motel. Ruby continued running, feeling the presence of the rest of the enemy team. If she stopped, they’d be in range in an instant. As it was, handgun rounds splatted near her, but none connected. Even if they had, her personal shield, which lay a couple of inches away from her skin, would have dealt with them handily. As long as they aren’t super heavy caliber, that is. The things she’d read suggested that a big enough bullet could deliver sufficient kinetic energy even through a shield to take her out of the fight, and without anyone around to help, that would likely be fatal.

      The woman pushed herself to her feet with her back pressed against a plywood panel covering the entrance to one of the middle units for support. Ruby strengthened her shield, pumped some magic into her muscles to increase her speed and strength, and slammed into her foe, leading with her shoulder.

      In the instant before impact, her opponent’s eyes widened, and she tried to bring the rifle up toward Ruby’s face. It got caught between their bodies as the collision blasted the woman back through the plywood, sending both of them tumbling into the room. Dust and the scent of sour mold filled her senses, and she gagged before launching another force wave outward to clear the air of nearby particles. The plaster in the ceiling cracked, the walls creaked, and moving things on the floor scuttled further away. The woman under her groaned weakly, and Ruby lifted far enough to whip an elbow into the woman’s head, knocking her out at a minimum. It wasn’t time for niceties, not with at least two more on the way. And probably a third, given the rifle shot.

      A four-member team made sense. Guess the only question is whether the rifle person will stay on watch in case I try to escape. Fifty-fifty chance. The others were doubtless approaching the motel at that very second, hopefully with enough caution to slow them a little. Ruby called up a small ball of light in her left hand and used it to examine the woman, finding what she was looking for after only a couple of moments. The radio was a military knockoff often adopted by private security. Also by, whoever these guys are. Wonder if they’re from Aces. I wouldn’t be surprised if those bastards were behind this. Still, why would they care about Ruby Achera?

      Those thoughts cascaded through her mind unproductively as she liberated the radio and tucked the earpiece into her ear. No sound was present at the moment, which she attributed to good discipline. If she’d been dealing with amateurs, she would’ve expected conversation. Professionals only talked when they needed to. She checked the room, staying low and extending the light around, and discovered connecting doors to both sides. A window looked out onto an expanse of dirt and scrub in the back, and the notion of slipping under a veil and escaping was immediately appealing.

      She wasn’t going to do that for a bunch of reasons. First, she wanted to know why these people had targeted her in particular. Second, she needed to know how they’d found her riding in the desert in the middle of the night. Third, and perhaps most importantly, she had to see if they had any link to Aces Security or any of the other logical connections in town that Gabriel Sloane might’ve contracted before his death. Because if he left instructions behind when he shuffled off to the afterlife, that could be bad. Really bad.

      She stood and moved toward the connecting door that led to the next unit over, the other occupying the center of the building. Fourth, you scumbags wrecked my beautiful bike. Somebody’s going to pay for that.
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      The room on the opposite side of the door was as wrecked as the one she’d left. A small nightstand was disintegrating beside a bed with a half-broken frame. This chamber looked like it might have hosted a party at some point, to judge by the beer cans scattered around.

      The open door threw moonlight into the space, illuminating the most important feature of the room. A man dressed in the same black fatigues as the woman she’d defeated, raising an identical rifle. Ruby said, “No, I don’t think so.” The statement held no warmth or amusement. Fury battered at her mental defenses with the taste of the artifact’s influence underlying it. She reached out with her force magic and grabbed the weapon, yanking her arm back to hurl it across the chamber. The man slapped the release catch so he didn’t go with it, unfortunately, and drew the pair of pistols holstered at his thighs.

      Ruby shook her head. “I said, no.” She thrust out her palms and blasted each weapon with a bolt of force, knocking them away. “Here’s the deal, scumbag. You and your friends have made a huge bloody mistake. Now you’re going to tell me everything you know about what brought you here and how you found me, or I’ll break each bone in your body until you do. Starting with these.” She reached out her hand and squeezed, imagining a fist gathering around his fingers, curling them inward. His bones snapped with a series of audible pops. Dark elation surged inside her, and she pushed it away with a growl. I’m in charge, you bastard. The Atlantean’s laughter rippled in her skull.

      She strode forward unhurriedly, and he backed toward the room’s exit, cradling his crushed appendage. A sharp gesture summoned a wall of force to block the doorway he’d entered through and continued her advance. He growled something obscene and drew a knife with his functional hand. Ruby shook her head again. “Okay, you don’t seem to get it. So, take your shot.” She spread her arms wide, and he darted in and stabbed the blade at her chest.

      Her left arm whipped around in a block, intercepting the point and causing it to scrape on her shield as she pushed it harmlessly away. I cut that one a little too close. Sure, it’s unlikely he’d have an anti-magic weapon, but it was still a dumbass move. She circled her right hand underneath and grabbed his wrist, then gave it a subtle twist and yanked to pull him forward. His shins banged off the bed, and he went down, the remaining structure collapsing beneath him and puffing out another cloud of dust and who knew what else.

      She pushed the particles away from herself with magic while he coughed and gagged. When he’d recovered enough to roll over and glare at her, she said, “Want to live? Tell me something about what brought you here.”

      His voice was harsh, raspy, almost inaudible despite his effort to push words out of his throat. “Wrong information, apparently. We were targeting a human.” He broke into a wave of coughing. Well, I can’t let you report back now. I bet Diana and her team have somewhere you can cool your heels for a while.

      The earpiece crackled with the words “Delta, Delta, Delta,” and the man’s eyes widened. His body lurched reflexively toward the door, and she instantly realized that whatever the code meant, he didn’t want to be in the motel when it happened. Therefore, neither did she. She raced for the doorway, summoning an additional shield over the one that coated her body. A whistling sound signaled the arrival of something that slammed into and through the plywood covering the window.

      The room behind her exploded, sending her hurtling forward in a tumble. The initial sound repeated as another munition landed, and the noise of the motel collapsing in on itself joined. Not much loyalty from your comrades. She rolled to her feet and located the gas station building, calling up a double-strength shield facing in that direction and dashing in a diagonal to the right away from it. Where’s contestant number three? Come out, come out, wherever you are.

      The sniper reaffirmed their presence as a bullet slammed into her shield at head level. Thank heaven they didn’t bring anti-magic. Probably trusting the element of surprise and the fact that their target wasn’t a magical. Heh. For once, my parents’ decision to hide my identity pays off. She spotted the team’s third member and shifted her path toward the man, who was pulling the trigger on a grenade launcher of some kind, to judge by the canister shooting from the barrel at high speed.

      She’d never seen a weapon like it before. Her first thought was that maybe it shot rockets instead of grenades, but she knew exactly how to deal with it either way. She swung her hand in a slap toward the motel, and the projectile veered off in that direction. It hit and exploded, adding to the conflagration. She drew too close for him to use that weapon again, so he went for the pistol at his hip. It looked larger than usual, so she expended more energy to toughen up her shields. The sniper’s bullet that struck the barrier guarding the back of her head had ample force to pitch her forward, and the round from the pistol smashed into her shin hard enough to send her tumbling. Her shields were great at protecting against penetration and at generally dissipating impacts, but those two rounds in quick succession hit it hard.

      Ruby somersaulted and returned to her feet to find her quarry running away. “Oh no, you don’t,” she growled and reached for her power to throw out a line. Instead of her dominant right arm moving forward, her left arm did. The tattoo burned, and she guessed what was about to happen. A line of shadow magic reached out and wrapped itself around his feet. She reflexively yanked backward to drop him on his face, then slowed to a walk as she turned her attention inward. You’re not the boss of me.

      She pictured the Atlantean as his familiar laugh rang in her head. Is that so? Perhaps not yet. But soon. Very soon.

      Her foe in the real world stood, and Ruby punched him in the face, reinforcing the blow with force magic. He went down again, unconscious. She grabbed him by the collar and started dragging him toward the back of the motel, looking for some place to get him out of the way so she could deal with the last member of the team. The long gun barked, and the figure in her hand jerked. She looked down to see that the sniper had killed him, a clean shot to the heart that was spilling blood all over his chest. She dropped the body with a sigh and a curse. “Okay, scumbag. Let’s do this.”

      She spared a portion of her magic to call up a veil, then let every shield other than the one running along her skin drop. Her abilities only allowed her to keep so many spells going at once, and the next would require some power. She ran to the back of the motel, then launched herself up and over it at the midpoint, flying through the air toward the sniper’s likely position. From above, she got a clear view of a figure in black fatigues striding along the edge of the gas station roof with a rifle pointed at the motel, slowly panning the scope to spot her emergence.

      It was doubtful the sniper would wait for long, but Ruby didn’t need that much time. Before she hit the ground, she launched herself again, the distance requiring a second burst of force magic to get her there. She landed on the dusty surface behind the figure, who spun at the noise, whipping out a pistol. The sniper fired it automatically, almost without looking. The rounds smacked into Ruby’s chest and stomach but didn’t penetrate, thanks to her magic. She let the veil fall and simultaneously blasted the weapon away from the sniper, who turned out to be female. The other woman tried to wrench the heavy rifle around, and Ruby grabbed it with her force magic and yanked it aside to clatter on the roof.

      The resolve in her foe’s eyes was clear, and Ruby shook her head. “Nope.” She whipped out a line of force from her right arm, carefully ensuring the artifact didn’t influence her choice again and pulled the woman back from the edge she was about to throw herself over. “You would’ve barely gotten injured, much less killed. If there’s going to be pain involved, I’d far prefer to be the one to supply it.” She wrapped more force magic around her captive to keep her contained, reached down, and ripped out her earpiece. The woman struggled, cursed, and threatened, but Ruby paid no attention. She walked far enough away to be out of earshot and dialed a number on her phone, noting absently that the earlier alert had been a text from him.

      Demetrius answered, “Hey Ruby, what’s up? Awful late for you to be awake and not here.”

      The flirting drew a grin, even in the present circumstance. She replied, “Yeah, believe me, I’d much rather be there. Got some trouble. I need you to contact our government friends and tell them I have someone I’d like them to keep an eye on for me.”

      “I’ll do it right now. Hold on.”

      Ruby walked over to the woman. “Don’t fret. You’ll probably live through this experience. Still, I can’t have you reporting back to whoever sent you, so I’m afraid you’re going to take a little vacation. I’m sure the facilities are nice.”

      Demetrius came back on the line. “I gave them your location. They’ll open a portal to you soon.”

      “Excellent. Listen, someone came after me, and I’m not sure how they found me. It’s possible it was my bike since there probably aren’t too many ARCH 1s around here, but I don’t feel like I’ve ridden it in public. My bigger concern is that they might have tracked me from the house. Make sure all the defenses are okay.”

      “Wait one.” He was gone for fifteen seconds, then reported, “Nothing to see here. No problems.”

      Ruby breathed a sigh of relief. “Great. Perfect. Listen, do a full diagnostic or whatever you do to verify nobody messed with stuff, and lock all the doors. Then, order me a bunch more drones. As soon as I have a free moment, I’ll increase the house’s surveillance and defense capability.”

      “Should I be worried?”

      “I don’t think so. You should be smart. You know, if you can stretch yourself to reach that lofty goal.”

      He coughed out the word “Loser” under his breath. “Hah. You owe me. I expect a real date for all the ongoing nonsense you put me through.”

      He broke through the worries that crowded her mind. She laughed. “You got it. I know just the place. As soon as I get a few things under control, we’ll do it up big.”
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      Julianna Sloane finished touching up her mascara and rose from the ivory and gold vanity in her dressing area. In the time since her husband’s death, she’d progressed through the stages of grief quickly but intensely. If I have a memoir one day, that would probably be a good title. Her life had always been fast and furious, and she usually came out the other side victorious. As I intend to do on this occasion as well. She smoothed the jacket that matched her grey pinstripe pants, the low black heels underneath a perfect complementary shade. Her red blouse was the only splash of color, and she felt it was appropriate given the vengeance taken at her orders the night before.

      She walked down the small hallway that led to the living room, which she’d altered since her husband’s death. The white furniture was out, replaced by black versions that were more modern and less luxurious. More me. Still, it felt strange being there without him. For all that people saw her as a trophy wife, theirs had been a true partnership filled with real love.

      She shrugged inwardly. Now I’m on my own again. Certainly not a situation I’m a stranger to. Julianna gave the man in the living room a thin smile. “Smith, good to see you.” He had taken his usual pride in his appearance, his flattop perfectly even, the suit well-pressed. “Any changes to the schedule?”

      His tones were lower and more respectful than they’d been toward her when she was only The Nightmare’s wife. “No. All is as expected. Thompson is on her way up.”

      That brought a genuine smile to Julianna’s lips. The newest member of her security’s leadership was someone she’d long favored, but her husband hadn’t been as gender-neutral as she was. Or maybe he simply didn’t recognize her talents. In any case, I do. She was the alternate version of Smith—one or the other of them was with her during most of her waking time, or at least on call if she was somewhere safe, like the penthouse.

      Julianna sat on the couch, and room service immediately bustled in. The uniformed waiter set a silver coffeepot and three heavy mugs on the table, along with a dish filled with a variety of cookies and berries. She nibbled on one of the latter while Smith poured coffee for the three of them.

      Her newest lieutenant strode in, dressed in the standard security uniform of dark suit and black mock turtleneck. Her shoes were utilitarian but had a professional shine. A tight ponytail corralled her hair, giving her a sleek, no-nonsense look. Both the locks and her skin were a deep chestnut. Julianna said, “Good morning.”

      “How you doin’, boss?” The other woman’s informality was one of the most appealing things about her. “Ready for the news?”

      “Let me have it.”

      “Five out of the eight teams we sent were able to act on their targets. Results are one killed and three wounded. One escaped since we received the initial notification of contact but nothing from the team after.”

      Julianna frowned. “Who did we kill?”

      “The eldest of the Caruthers.”

      “That’s a pretty big family, multigenerational if I remember right. No immediate change will occur as a result. Who escaped?”

      Thompson had the information ready, no need to unclasp her hands from behind her back to go for a device to look it up. “The Mist Elf family that’s still in town. Achera. Eldest daughter.”

      “The human?” Julianna had gone over all the dossiers beforehand and had familiarized herself with the potential targets.

      Her security both nodded. Smith interjected, “Yeah, her. The adopted one. Should have been easy, but apparently not.”

      Julianna shook her head. “Fifty percent success isn’t a level I’m satisfied with. We need to do better. Include the surviving teams in the next set of operations since a shot at redemption might help motivate them. What did we learn from this experiment?”

      Thompson replied, “The targets generally have good protection. Probably they increased it after Goryo did his thing.” A nod urged her to continue. “We can guess they’ll look for more security after last night, which will make the next phase somewhat more challenging.”

      Julianna waved her hand airily. “Part of the plan, all part of the plan. So. Smith, introduce Thompson to our security company principals. They are to start aggressively moving to absorb or eliminate their competition. When the casino owners in Ely contract new security, I want to be sure our people are part of whoever they choose. If it turns out they’re not up to it, make a deal with a different company and offer them up as a sacrifice. Either way, we need to be on the inside when the ball gets rolling.”

      Smith replied, “Will do.” He sounded eager to cause trouble for the two locals.

      “Good. What else did we learn?”

      Thompson replied, “Striking from a distance was effective in all four cases. Twice the snipers were adequate on their own, hitting the target with their first shot. In the other cases, the initial bullet was enough to give the team the opportunity to move in and do some damage before the defenders rallied. It’s possible they’ll be on guard against the snipers now, too. Certainly we should expect them to have more than one or two security guards with them.”

      Julianna shrugged and sipped her coffee, which was dark, rich, and bitter. She winced and dropped a single cube of sugar into it, poking at it with a long fingernail until it dissolved. Then she replied, “So change it up. I trust you to figure it out. What’s essential is that when an opportunity presents itself, we’re ready to hit it like a bolt of lightning from a cloudless sky. The more we thin out those families, the more likely they’ll sell or get out of town. Speaking of which, what’s the situation inside the casinos themselves?”

      Smith replied, “We’ve had teams visiting each of them every day. Heavily increased security, looks like some new detection equipment at the entrances. Both magicals and humans in uniform keeping an eye on things. Doubtless they have a bunch in plainclothes as well. It’s unlikely we’ll be able to get in undetected.”

      Julianna laughed. “That’s probably what the pointy ears who owned the Mist thought, too. Right up until the moment it crashed down like a poorly stacked house of cards. I heard they ran back to their planet.”

      Thompson confirmed it. “Yep. The property is now in the hands of a trust. Our lawyers are working to see if there’s a way to get at it, but it looks as if the documents were all written specifically to preclude an outside interest.”

      “Good choice on the family’s part, anyway. They probably figured I’d have them killed to acquire the land, and they certainly weren’t wrong.” She took another drink of her coffee and ate a cookie, thinking. No other matters of import leapt to mind. “Thompson, get things started on setting up the next round of operations. Smith will be down presently so you can visit with our security company.” She departed, and Julianna stood and wandered the living room. “Feels weird, here, without him.” She looked out at the mountains in the distance. Before, they had comforted her. Now they were irrelevant. Like most things.

      From behind her, her lieutenant replied, “Yeah. We were both with the boss for a long time. It’s bound to take a while for things to seem like they’re yours, instead of his.”

      An idea flashed through her brain with the abrupt power of an electrical charge. She turned and said, “You know what? You’re exactly right. Inside and outside, everything here reminds me of him. It’s time for a change if we want to leave that feeling behind. This apartment, hell, the whole town, has too many memories.” Excitement at the idea coursed through her. “When you finish with the security company, find us a place in Vegas. Something high up, with a view of the Strip.” She smiled with something approaching real happiness for the first time since her husband’s death. “Yeah. A move to Sin City will be just the medicine I need.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby spun and slashed, leading with the artifact blade in her right hand and twisting to stab forward with the training blade in her left. Her imaginary opponent folded over the weapon as it pierced his stomach, then fell away. Ruby was already in motion toward the next, sweeping her lead sword up in a rising block and whipping the other low as she lifted her boot to intercept an imaginary kick.

      It was still dark in her Oriceran village, with the sun barely peeking over the horizon. She’d been training for almost an hour, lost in practice, honing her skills and giving her mind a chance to rest. The only one of the people who’d attacked her and survived was now safely secured at Diana Sheen’s base, and the agent had promised they would get whatever information was available from the captive. Ruby was still too keyed up to go home, and even visiting Demetrius, which might otherwise have been a fun way to burn off some energy, didn’t feel right with the stain of the Atlantean artifact still upon her. So she blocked, chopped, and delivered merciless vengeance on a host of faceless and nameless opponents.

      She sensed the approach easily, a sign that the other person wanted it that way. The ringing as steel cleared scabbard caused her to alter her flow, rotating toward the newcomer in time to stop her teacher’s lazy diagonal chops with her swords. Ruby breathed heavily, and a note of amusement colored Keshalla's voice. “Turning to training to deal with stress. I wholeheartedly approve. Let’s see how your skills are today.” Her teacher delivered a front kick to Ruby’s midsection, and she backpedaled to steal some of the power from the blow.

      Ruby slashed her right-hand sword down in a circle block, and her opponent batted it aside with ease. Her mentor’s attacks came fast, hammering at Ruby’s defenses. A thread of magic coated the blades to prevent unintended cuts, but the danger of heavy impact was significant. The other woman hadn’t used offensive magic yet so Ruby couldn’t rely on hers for anything other than that basic protection. Protection for her, rather than me, naturally.

      Ruby turned and dashed away on a vector that took her toward one of the boulders dotting the clearing. She leapt up, claiming the high ground, and spun to face her opponent. Keshalla gave the strategy a respectful nod, then waded in with cuts to her legs. Ruby blocked some with swords, some with boots, and whipped her sword out at her mentor’s head several times.

      Keshalla was almost preternatural in the way she knew when an attack was coming and could shift the targeted body part far enough out of line to avoid it. No wasted movement, complete conservation of energy. It was a technique Ruby was working on, but unless she devoted the rest of her life to daily practice, she would never reach her teacher’s level. I don’t really have that kind of time. What would Demetrius say?

      She snorted internally and leapt off the boulder at the same moment the other woman jumped onto it, doubtless intending to smash her off with brute strength. Now Ruby was the one slashing and cutting at her foe’s legs and failing to penetrate her seamless defense. Keshalla shifted the focus of the battle by blasting Ruby with force magic without warning, sending her stumbling backward to sprawl on the ground.

      She levered herself back on her shoulders and heaved herself up to her feet, her swords interposing themselves to guide the incoming stabs out to the sides as her force shield materialized around her body. Once it was solid, she threaded a little magic into her muscles, the maximum she had so far learned how to control, to speed up her movements. Again, her teacher nodded acknowledgment of the tactic, and in an instant, had matched and exceeded her improvement.

      Ruby growled under her breath, “Unfair,” but kept her mind focused, defending against the incoming blows and watching for additional magical attacks. Both of her mentor’s blades were like Ruby’s dagger in that holding them did not preclude using magic. I wonder if the artifact sword is like that, she thought, followed immediately by, and I’m a total idiot for not having asked that question already. Her internal annoyance pushed her to fight harder, and her muscles started to protest the intensity of the workout.

      The grin that tugged at the edges of her teacher’s mouth indicated that she, too, had noticed the energy drain. Naturally, she pushed faster and harder, pushing Ruby until finally, with an explosive move, Keshalla blasted both swords from her hands and delivered a jumping front kick to her chest with both feet. Ruby went flying, maintaining the presence of mind to cushion her fall with an additional buffer of force magic and lay on the ground, spent. Even the act of keeping her eyes open seemed like a herculean effort.

      After several seconds, Keshalla laughed. “Are you dead, minari?”

      “Yes. Definitely. You’ve finally killed me. Are you happy now? Bury me where I’ve fallen. Doubtless with the bodies of all your other former students.”

      “I believe the correct phrase for your behavior is ‘drama queen.’” The other woman’s smile came into view, looking down at her from above with her thumbs hooked into her weapons belt. She wore her black training armor, which Ruby now understood was far stronger than it seemed after her mentor had gifted her a set. Ruby hadn’t wanted to wear hers since it reminded her of the battle after the demise of her motorcycle, and the ornate version Keshalla had provided for her venamisha was too pristine for practice sessions. So she was in her oldest leathers, blue and silver, and absently noted that it was time to clean them.

      She forced herself into a sitting position, her stomach muscles protesting the use, and Keshalla crouched beside her. The other woman’s tone held concern. “So, as much as I admire the dedication that has you here before dawn, pushing yourself to exhaustion, I have to wonder about the cause. Don’t try to say diligent study because we’ve worked together for too long. I know that’s not the reason.”

      Ruby couldn’t hold back the snort and shook her head. “The voices in my head. From this.” She tried to pull up her sleeve, but the tunic was too tight. She removed it to reveal the octopus tattoo that decorated her left forearm.

      All hint of amusement left her mentor’s voice. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Ruby nodded. “Yes, and before you ask, accepting it wasn’t voluntary. I killed its last host, and while I was down, it infected me.” Yeah, that’s the right word. A virus. A parasite.

      Inside her head, the Atlantean laughed. A partner. A master.

      Shut it. “I don’t suppose you have any suggestions?”

      Keshalla let out a soft growl that effectively conveyed her opinion of the artifact. “Those things are one of the reasons we chose not to engage with the wider world. They are,” she paused, as if searching for the right word, then finished, “Bad.”

      Ruby replied with a dark laugh. “Yeah, I’m aware. He’s always there, pushing against my defenses, waiting for any instant of weakness to slip his tendrils in a little deeper.”

      “His?”

      “His. Its. Whatever. At first, the consciousness inside looked like Mirra Kaeni. Once I informed it that wasn’t going to fly, he showed up. An Atlantean, based on everything I’ve seen about them. Egotistical as all hell.”

      Keshalla rose and extended a hand down. “Yeah, that sounds about right. I think a visit to the mystics is in order. If anyone will know more about that thing, it’s them.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The head of the mystics emerged to greet them, then escorted them into the living room with its comfortable couches, tea, and trail bread. Keshalla explained the situation, and Nadar nodded. “Yes, everything we have says that was one of the arguments against interacting with the rest of Oriceran. Fear of contamination.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m right here, you know.”

      He gave her a small smile. “Apologies. I don’t mean to be insensitive.” A thoughtful look crept onto his face. “Perhaps continuing the venamisha will help?” The suggestion held a hopeful note.

      Ruby looked at her mentor for an opinion, but Keshalla only shrugged and remained silent. “No, thanks. I have plenty of voices in my head already without offering any more of them a way in. I think we’ll keep that one in reserve for now.”

      Nadar nodded. “Finish your tea, and I’ll take you to meet the archivist. She’ll have more knowledge of the artifact or know where to look for it.”

      The extensive library that lay below the mystics’ stone home was unexpected. No rock was in evidence here, despite the area being hewn from the mountain’s flesh. The walls, ceiling, and floor were all shining wood in different styles. The surface under their feet had the look of a jigsaw puzzle, with irregular pieces arranged in perfect interlock. Ornate carvings covered the ceiling, no two alike. The walls were vertical panels, a shade lighter than the floor and a touch darker than the tan surface above. All of it looked regularly polished, and the magical lights that dotted the room gave the wood an ethereal glow.

      Bookshelves filled the chamber, set in perfect alignment to the walls, L-shapes to either side decreasing in size as they marched toward an empty spot in the middle. An ornate desk rested there, its wood darker than the rest. Ruby would’ve called it walnut but had no idea if Oriceran had walnut trees. Behind it was the oldest mystic she’d seen, a wizened Mist Elf with round glasses and grey hair, wrapped in a turtleneck sweater that seemed huge on her frail form.

      The other woman dashed Ruby’s initial assessment of frailty by bouncing up and walking around the desk to meet them. “Nadar, who have you brought me?” Her tone made it sound like they were a gift.

      He grinned. “This is Keshalla, and this is Ruby.”

      The woman’s eyes widened a little at the introduction of Ruby’s mentor but went positively round at her name. She smiled at them both. “You are both known in these pages—Keshalla by name, Ruby by title. I was the one who found the most recent prophecy. Well, to be accurate, I was the one who made the connection. Obviously it had already been found, as it was in one of our books.”

      Ruby turned in a circle, admiring the space. “What are all these?” Every shelf was full although not packed. Instead, the mystics had arranged the tomes artfully, some vertically, some horizontally, some facing out so their covers were visible. Small works of art sat between them in places. She could happily spend many hours in this room, exploring its contents and uncovering its secrets.

      Nadar replied dramatically, “The collected wisdom of the mystics.”

      The archivist snorted. “Please. They hold the history of the Mist Elves. Whenever something put into writing loses its home for one reason or another, it winds up here. We aggressively seek to preserve the remembrances of our people.” Her voice turned serious. “Since you’re visiting it, I can only assume it’s with a purpose, as the existence of this place is one of the secrets we try not to share even with august persons such as yourselves.”

      Ruby nodded. “I’m seeking information about Rhazdon artifacts. Anything at all would be helpful, ideally from the perspective of one who possessed such a thing.”

      The archivist frowned, but it wasn’t judgment. It was an effort at recall. “I have just the thing.” She bustled toward the back of the room. When she returned, her hands cradled a diminutive tome, sized like a travel notebook, small enough to fit into a trouser pouch and covered with heavy leather to protect it from the rigors of the road. “This is the personal journal of the only Mist Elf I’m aware of who was host to one. The artifact was lost when he died, but the book came to us.”

      Ruby accepted it gratefully. “Can I repay you somehow?”

      The other woman smiled. “As you continue your travels, bring back any books you think might be worth adding to our collection.”

      They said their goodbyes and departed, Ruby remembering the twelve-sided room and the mad Mist Elf. Lots of books there, but I don’t have any desire to get them or to let anyone else have them before thoroughly inspecting them. Once they were outside and alone, Keshalla said, “Your face shows what you’re thinking. We are not going back to that place, even if it’s filled with books.”

      Ruby barked a laugh. “I thought you wanted to retire there.”

      Her mentor shook her head. “I’ve reconsidered. There’s enough darkness in the surface world without voluntarily suffusing oneself in it.”

      She looked down at the tattoo on her arm, which seemed to shift and ripple under her inspection. “Yeah. True that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The meeting chamber was black-draped, the kemana’s leader deciding that was the appropriate way to show respect for the recent events. Grentham scowled at the sight and navigated his way to an empty chair without engaging others in the room. It was both too little and too much. Too much because the magicals’ loss of life during the latest incident was zero, thanks to the warning that had gone out ahead of time. Too little because it didn’t acknowledge the way everything had changed. Gabriel Sloane had started something that wouldn’t be finished quickly—revealed a dent in the armor, a vulnerability. Now they’ll be scrambling to patch it, which could be good for Aces Security or bad for the company. Either way, I need to make sure it’s good for my people and me.

      The Council members were quiet as the remaining representatives assembled. Maldren gestured toward the woman beside him, and Jailynne Sunshi stood and addressed the group. “I wanted to say goodbye. I hope you understand why my family and I have to leave. Although one particular human was responsible for this, others will see it as an opportunity.” Her expression was more sad than angry. “We have no desire to be caught up in it, not while our children are still young enough to be vulnerable.” The people around the table offered comments of understanding and condolence, and Grentham did the same, making sure he was near the middle to be unnoticed. Yeah, go, get whatever. He’d never particularly liked them, and now they were irrelevant, so any need to pretend had vanished.

      When she’d departed, Maldren shook his head and spoke in a grave tone. “We must always remember to balance personal needs versus community needs. On occasion, in an assembly like this, we focus too much on the group and not enough on the self. Everyone should remember that being a vibrant part of the community sometimes means leaving the community for a time, and some situations call for a permanent separation.” He paused as if waiting for others to reply, but no one did. Grentham considered asking him to explain himself because he wasn’t sure how leaving the community and staying in the community could coexist but chose to let it go.

      Bartrak, the Kilomea, cleared his throat. “We should discuss the events in question.”

      Grentham immediately replied, “Agreed.”

      Maldren shrugged. “The purchase of the land by the trust is complete. Doubtless other interests will seek ways into it, or around it, but we are assured that no loopholes exist to allow someone from outside to interfere with our decision-making ability.”

      The Drow, Elnyier, asked, “Do we have any information on either of the people who were with Sloane?”

      Bartrak rumbled, “Only that one was smaller than average. Maybe a gnome. Perhaps a dwarf.”

      Grentham snarled, “Or it could have been a short human. Given that the individual was masked, there’s no way to be sure. So, let’s cease casting stones. Doubtless many others were involved who weren’t on the Strip that night and could be anyone. It’s not impossible members of this very group might seek an advantage over the others, despite the friendly face they display in gatherings such as this.” That should diffuse the suspicion a little by increasing its scope dramatically. It wouldn’t have been his first choice of strategy, but the comment was too blatant to be ignored.

      Lachsan, the Wood Elf, replied, “There is no need to search for suspicion when we have no possibility of resolving that question. What’s past is past. Now, we must decide what we’re going to do about it.”

      Rosalind Caruthers, the representative of the witches, said, “We will hire more security, for sure.” Nods confirmed the others planned to do the same.

      Grentham chuckled and shook his head in mild disbelief. “Have I not been suggesting that very thing for quite some time now? Perhaps now you’ll listen, and all it required was the destruction of one of our damn casinos. My company is ready to assist. All you have to do is say the word.”

      Elnyier tapped the table gently to capture everyone’s attention. “The Drow plan to hire additional protection as well, and I have reached out to people I know, in Kemana MountHaven and beyond. An all-magical security company from Provo has agreed to set up a satellite office here. They are shifting a significant portion of their existing workforce to Ely and will hire replacements to work for their existing clients. That way, we can be assured that if we contract their personnel, those individuals have a history that demonstrates loyalty and reliability.”

      Grentham snorted. “I’m sure that means they’re completely trustworthy and could never be bought off by anyone with deep pockets.” He shook his head again. “As always, I believe you should trust one of your own, namely me and my company. But you’ll make whatever choices you’ll make, as you have in the past. If you choose poorly, let’s hope no one else pays for your foolishness. Speaking of which, maybe a bigger priority at the moment is to determine how to keep more of our casinos from falling.”

      The chide earned him scowls from the others in the room, although their host’s expression remained neutral as he spoke. “The Paranormal Defense Agency has deployed in greater force as a result of the event. I have been in contact with them, and they are taking it upon themselves to increase surveillance to identify potential trouble.”

      Challen, the Gnome healer, replied, “I’ve seen many more drones buzzing around on the streets above. Is that what you mean?”

      Maldren nodded. “That’s part of it. They tell me they’re also bringing in more operatives, planning to do what they call a ‘serious sweep’ of magical crime in the city.”

      Grentham replied, “Correct me if I’m wrong here, but Gabriel Sloane was human, wasn’t he? A bit outside the PDA’s normal mandate.”

      Their host shrugged. “Apparently, that mandate has expanded, in their estimation.” Worried looks greeted that statement, and he acknowledged them with a frown. “I agree this is a matter of concern. We must be vigilant, keep our eyes open, and watch both those in need of protection and those who are allegedly acting as our protectors.”

      Grentham grumbled, “Like those three who could’ve prevented all this mess simply by giving themselves up.” He shook his head again and raised a hand before anyone could argue. “I know. It was an insane request in the first place, and no one should’ve given in to it. But, if we are watching the protectors, we must consider that trio as well. Who knows what’s really going on with them? Hell, for all we know, the whole thing was an elaborate ruse of some kind, for purposes we can’t yet identify.”

      The Atlantean representative to the Council, Andrielle, scowled. “Are you truly suggesting Gabriel Sloane sacrificed himself for a fiction? That may be the dumbest thing ever said at this table.”

      Grentham fired back, “Of course not. Obviously, things didn’t go as Sloane had planned. But who knows? Could’ve been a double-cross. My point is, we don’t have a clear understanding of it, and thus we have to be careful trusting anyone who’s not us.”

      Rayar Achera changed the subject. “At Spirits, we’ve installed new technologies to assist in protecting the casino. Our entry scanners now detect metal, explosives, illicit drugs, and the presence of magic. They were expensive and only exist because we as a group agreed some time ago to help fund the research and development of the technology, which seems downright prescient given the current circumstance. The company assures me they can provide them at cost to our casinos. The price of that assistance is renegotiation of the contract to allow them to open up to other markets faster than we’d originally planned. I see no problem with this arrangement and hope you’ll support it.”

      Maldren asked for objections, but none came. He said, “This is a prime example of what we can accomplish when we work together, both toward the success of the Kemana and the success of the city above us. We will have several weighty issues on the agenda for the next meeting, including initial plans for the space once filled by the Mist. I ask you all to remember that you are collaborators more than you are competitors. At its heart, Magic City is a community, and it’s up to us to remember to act like neighbors rather than opponents.”

      The rest of the meeting passed in a haze of mundane issues Grentham participated in with only a minimal allocation of his brainpower. The rest sorted through strategies and tactics, ultimately coming up with nothing certain. When they had been working directly for Sloane, certainty was present. It was wrapped in danger and carried the man’s constant condescension, but the path forward was clearly visible. For a few steps, anyway. Now, we’re walking sightlessly in the dark, and monsters abound. Time to do another review of my people to make sure there’s no enemy hidden among the loyal ones.
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      Morrigan Achera crouched on the edge of a three-story rooftop and gazed down at the street below. She and Idryll had made a habit of nighttime patrols since the incident on the Strip. The ambient sense of danger in Ely had ratcheted up considerably, and she saw it expressed in the actions of the people on the streets. They stayed in groups and moved more quickly from place to place. Someone who hadn’t spent as much time as she had watching and characterizing people’s behavior might not have noticed it, but the evidence was undeniable. Magic City had changed, and not for the better. She muttered, “Well, we’ll have to figure out how to change it back.”

      From her right, where the tiger-woman crouched, Idryll asked, “Change what back?”

      “Nothing. I mean, everything. Never mind.”

      Her companion laughed. “Every time I think you might have avoided whatever damaged your sister’s brain, you say something like that. I’m filled with concern.”

      Morrigan grinned. Making fun of Ruby was one of the games they both deeply enjoyed, whether she was physically present or not, and the insults occupied a decent portion of their time on patrol. “Yeah, yeah. Trust me. Unless I start sniffing glue, I shouldn’t have any issues similar to hers.” She nodded at a pair of people below. Human males, wearing leather jackets, thick boots, and chains dangling from their belts. “Looks like we have some street gang wannabes down there.”

      Idryll's nostrils flared as if she smelled them as well as saw them. “Or real ones, maybe. The way they move isn’t all false confidence.”

      “Think we should follow?”

      “Definitely.”

      As they traveled along the rooftops, hidden under veils and keeping a close eye on their quarry, Morrigan asked, “Do you think we need to worry about the thing in Ruby’s arm?” She’d done some research on artifacts but hadn’t come up with much useful information about coping with having one.

      Idryll's tone was an answer in itself. “Absolutely. Everything I’ve ever heard about those things says they’re trouble.”

      Morrigan's thoughts shifted back into the moment as the duo below met up with another pair, their numbers redoubling shortly thereafter. “Okay, this is starting to look like an actual gang. What do you think those chuckleheads are up to?” The men continued to move with seeming purpose, headed away from the Strip and into the lower rent businesses at the edge of town.

      Idryll replied, “Predators.”

      Morrigan nodded. “Yeah, my thought too. What are they hunting?”

      “Anything that comes across their path, probably.”

      She moved faster, hoping to spot any potential victims before the gang could take action. Morrigan tensed as the group passed a small gaggle of tourists who were making their way from club to club, brave ones who had ventured off the Strip. Although, I guess being on the Strip these days is itself kind of an act of bravery. We definitely do need to change things back.

      Idryll hissed. “Trouble.”

      The gang members had turned into an alley, and a single individual occupied that narrow lane. From the perspective of her lofty perch, Morrigan saw white hair and dark skin, the frequent telltales of a Drow elf. She’d extended her bow when the gang’s numbers grew and now pulled an arrow from her quiver and set it loosely to the string. “That doesn’t look promising. I’ll hit the ones in the back. Then we’ll go after the ones in the front.

      The tiger-woman sounded eager to mix it up. “Got it.”

      The gang neared the figure, which slowed to a stop. The human in the lead called, “Hey, pointy. Kind of late for you to be out all by yourself, isn’t it?”

      His tone didn’t quite promise violence other than the verbal kind. Morrigan drew and aimed at the wall opposite, in the space between the last two ranks of two. The Dark Elf’s answer filtered up, soft but calm. “There’s no need for trouble. You can step aside and let me continue on my way.”

      The group laughed and stopped moving. Their mouthpiece said, “You want us to press up against the sides, and you’ll walk through the middle? Is that it?”

      “That would be acceptable.”

      “I have a better idea. How about you turn around and go back the way you came.” Murmurs of support rose from behind him.

      An inappropriate level of confusion entered the Drow male’s voice, suggesting he played with the humans in the alley. “Then how would I get where I’m going?”

      The human gave an expansive shrug. “Not my concern. Now move, or we’re coming through you.”

      The gang didn’t wait for him to comply. The front rank surged forward, and Morrigan released her arrow an instant later. In her peripheral vision, Idryll leapt from the building, headed for the space between the first and second ranks. Below, the supposed victim moved quickly, and the glint of moonlight on metal shone in his hands. Morrigan cursed and reached back for another arrow, realizing the situation was about to spiral out of control.
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        * * *

      

      Three stories was an easy drop for Idryll, not even requiring a roll to dissipate her momentum. She landed in a crouch and immediately whipped her foot around in a sweep kick, aiming for the gang members nearest the Drow. Her foot connected with the heel of one, sending him stumbling against the wall to his left but missed the other. The Drow taking responsibility for his defense informed her next move, which was to turn toward the second rank with a mocking grin.

      The one nearest, on her right, threw himself forward with his arms stretched wide to tackle her, trying to use his greater bulk to his advantage in the narrow space. She could’ve stabbed him with her claws easily, raking his flesh from throat to stomach in the time it would take him to close, but leaving bodies on the streets was not a good plan. Or so Ruby keeps saying. She met him with a kick instead, her knee coming up to her chest and her foot pistoning out. The blow caught him in the sternum, and he coughed and sagged against the wall to her right, unable to breathe.

      The other one used her focus on the first to whip a chain at her head, and Idryll crouched to avoid it. That enemy had stepped back into an acceptable fighting stance, and she grinned. “Oh, you fancy yourself a fighter, then? Let’s see what you’ve got.”
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        * * *

      

      The initial arrow she’d sent was the sonic one she’d last used on the Strip. It dropped the two rearmost immediately. The other two staggered forward, outside the range of the assault on their inner ears. Dammit, I need to talk to Kayleigh about making that more powerful. Her fingers found the explosive arrow, then she reconsidered and selected the knockout gas. She hadn’t chosen that at the start out of concern for the Drow, but given the escalation, figured that if everyone in the alley succumbed, she could still clean them up and help the victim later. Idryll's mask would protect her for long enough to finish things. She loosed the arrow, and it sped toward the middle of the group.

      When it struck, the clouds billowed out, and another gang member fell. The gas flowed suddenly away as if someone had cast a spell to dissipate it. What the hell? She selected a lightning arrow and fired at the chest of the next rearmost. The magic exploded on impact and dropped him to the ground, jerking and writhing. Then things were too close so she hit the button to retract her bow and leapt for the alley floor.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll leaned aside to dodge the slash of the chain, which was far heavier than it had first appeared, and stepped back to avoid the backhand follow-up. She darted in and punched, but the man brought his left arm across in a quick block. His left foot licked out, and she twisted so it caught her on the thigh rather than the knee, staying close to nullify the chain. He hammered his right hand at her head, and she blocked the strike easily. The chain whipped around to smack her in the back but lacked force due to her proximity, rendering it nothing more than a nuisance.

      His face twisted in anger, and he snapped his head forward, going for a headbutt. She had no way to avoid it completely, so she lowered her chin, taking the blow above her forehead. The impact momentarily dazed them both, but she was quicker to recover. A punch with her left, another with her right, and a kick through the space that the strikes opened sent the man flying backward into another near him. At the sound of choking and gurgling behind her, she turned to discover the Drow had stabbed the one she’d tripped in the neck, and the wounded man was slumped on the ground, his hands clasped over the bleeding hole. An equally fatal strike took out the other one in the front rank, a wicked spin kick snapping his neck with a loud crack. She shouted, “Stop, it’s under control.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan landed and was momentarily distracted by Idryll's exclamation. She laid about with fists and elbows, taking down the remaining humans in a rush from behind. When they were all down, dazed or unconscious, she stepped beside her partner to face the Drow. “Why did you kill them?”

      The Dark Elf’s face was sharp-boned and handsome, a little longer than average. She couldn’t help but think his lips were pretty, but the words that came out of them were definitely not. “They earned their fate. This is our city, and humans have no right to attempt to exert their will upon us here.”

      Idryll shook her head. “And yet, simply injuring them would have sufficed.” She gestured at the surviving gang members.

      The elf flicked the black metal blades to clear the blood from them and slid them into sheaths on either hip. “That sort of thinking solves nothing. It only perpetuates the problem. My way, you see, eliminates the problem.”

      Morrigan rested her hands on her dagger hilts. “Until their friends come along to take revenge.”

      He shrugged. “Then I will kill their friends.”

      She sighed and shook her head. “And when their friends arrive?”

      “They, too, shall die.”

      Morrigan answered, “We can’t allow that.”

      Idryll confirmed, “We cannot.”

      He gave them a lazy smile. “Pick a side, strangers. If you choose the one opposite me, know that you will receive the same treatment as the humans.” The thought of trying to capture the Drow had barely entered her mind when the man waved, and a wall of smoke appeared between them. She charged through, but when she got to the other side, he was gone. “Damn. That’s not good.”

      Idryll stepped beside her. “You did say you wanted change.”

      “Yeah, but not to make it worse.” She shook her head. “Ruby’s going to blame this on me. I know it.”
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      Jared Trenton scowled as the coffee overflowed the side of the cup and scalded his hand. “Ow, damn.” He laughed. “If that isn’t a metaphor for the current situation, being in hot water and getting burned, I don’t know what is.” He finished extending the drink to his partner without spilling it further.

      Grentham, dressed as always in all-black and wearing an expression to match, nodded and took it carefully from him. “Right? Things are definitely topsy-turvy nowadays.”

      The quiet room at Aces Security was state-of-the-art but decidedly light on creature comforts. Two plastic chairs, a metal table, and white surfaces all around. They’d built it as a floating chamber, with none of the internal structure directly touching the outer except through a layer of signal- and sound-absorbing panels. They’d tested it extensively, and no microphone they had access to could pick anything up from beyond its walls. It was okay to bring their phones inside since the room eliminated those signals as well. They’d also warded it against magical detection. Jared fell into the chair with a sigh. “How about the new one?”

      His partner nodded. “Yeah, that Thompson is tough. She’s more than a match for Smith, I’d say.”

      The additional representative from their boss’s wife—now the new boss, I guess—had shown up with the more familiar one to lay down the law. Jared asked, “So if our goal is now to ‘move aggressively to acquire or take out the other companies,’ where should we start?” He emphasized the word aggressive, just like Thompson had during their interview.

      Grentham snorted. “Well, some news from the Council meeting last night might influence that decision a bit. Apparently, Worldspan Security is setting up shop in town. All magicals, so they already have an inside track. Bloody Elnyier and her Drow contacts.”

      “You have a thing against the Drow, don’t you?”

      His partner shrugged. “On a personal level, they’re generally no better or worse than anyone else. They seem to utilize their network a lot more effectively than any of the other immigrants from Oriceran. Most have their hands in trade of one kind or another, and they’ve spread out to pretty much everywhere. Smart move, really. I wish my people had been that clever.”

      “I know this is only a human’s opinion, but it seems like the Drow tend to be more loners than other magicals.”

      “That’s my perception as well. However, since I’m not a Drow, who the hell knows? Anyway, their entry onto the playing field has to be our first concern, and maybe our second and third, too.”

      Jared sipped his coffee for several moments, thinking through the potential plays. “It’ll be difficult to take them out with the people we have at hand.”

      “I agree. We should make a peaceful overture. A partnership or a buyout would be the best options. We still have the gems we didn’t commit to the trap to sell if we need quick cash.” He gestured toward the small container in the corner. The diamonds lived in the secure room, as they both thought that the magicals might have some way to track them. “If we have to go with a less peace-loving option, I can get some people together.”

      Jared decided it was time to bring everything out into the light. “From your side gig, you mean.”

      Grentham nodded. “Yeah. They’re trustworthy, which is the most important thing. Not the sharpest tools in the kit, but that’s okay. With the right leadership from our regulars, they’ll be able to get the job done, or at least harry the defense enough that our people can make it happen. We should probably lay in a bunch of anti-magic bullets.”

      Jared winced but nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll see what the black market in Vegas has to offer.” Their official supply would have had no recent reason to be diminished, so they couldn’t visibly add to it. Jared wasn’t positive the government kept an eye on such things, but he also wasn’t convinced they didn’t, and it was better to maintain a low profile wherever possible. He chuckled. “Think the Drow network could hook me up with that?”

      Grentham scowled. “I doubt it. They’re too busy collecting the best artifacts and magical items.”

      “Still raw about the thing with Goryo?”

      His partner gave a single sharp nod. “That bastard Sloane had to go and die before he could even pay me for the artifact, which is now lost forever.”

      “Or at least until we kill the person it’s bonded to.”

      “Since we don’t know who they are, that doesn’t seem particularly likely right at the moment. Still, I’m always open to opportunities as they come up.”

      He laughed. “Okay, then. Any reason to wait, or should we go have a visit with the new team in town?”

      Grentham grinned. “Let me grab some supplies from the equipment room, then yeah, I think we should give them an appropriate welcome to Magic City.”
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        * * *

      

      Worldspan had rented out an overly large office building in a complex nearby. It was a guarded community, unlike their own, with a single entrance and exit commanded by a guard post. As he piloted the SUV up to the shack and rolled down the window, Jared muttered, “Rent-a-cop is human.” He raised his voice and said, “Hi, Jared Trenton, Aces Security. Here to see Angelina Prash.”

      The guard nodded. “You’re on the list. Go on through. First building on your right.”

      As if I didn’t already know that. He plastered a fake smile on his face. “Thanks, buddy.” When the window closed, he observed, “Pistol and taser. Assault rifle on the wall. Computer terminal.”

      Grentham peered down at his phone, entering information. “Got all that except for the rifle. I’ll need to reach out and get someone to check the cybersecurity. I know we have people, but the infomancer Goryo used seemed really sharp.”

      “Agreed. Time to outsource.”

      His partner snapped pictures with his phone as they drove toward the site, reconnaissance in case they had to go with the harder option. When they arrived, both men dropped their phones into the secure signal-blocking compartment in the armrest, and Jared activated the vehicle’s security when they stepped out. The protection it gave the stuff inside the car was impressive, but even better was the 360-degree surveillance from tiny cameras mounted around the car. The feed was immediately linked back to their base, so if anyone did mess with the vehicle, they’d know about it.

      A short sidewalk led to the lobby, which was impersonal and industrial. A semicircular desk enclosed two guards, both standing with hands out of sight but arms bent in such a way that they were probably near weapons. The pair of elves nodded at their entrance after buzzing them in. The dark-haired one on the left said, “Mr. Trenton, Mr. Grentham, welcome. An escort will be with you shortly.” He inclined his head toward a set of couches set at right angles around a coffee table in the corner.

      Jared nodded and sauntered in the indicated direction. He kept his eyes forward, but his expansive gaze took in the obvious defenses. Security cameras, a metal detector at least, set into the doorway that led from the lobby. Only one entry into the room from the outside, and only the one visible exit leading farther into the building. They didn’t have time to sit before a Kilomea, muscular even for its kind, came through the door from the interior. He was tall enough that his hair brushed against the doorframe top. “Gentlemen,” he rumbled, “come this way.”

      They followed him obediently into the building’s interior but only had a short walk to a conference room. Smart, not letting anyone too far inside. The place smelled new, looked mostly unused, and additional signs of recent occupation were apparent in the crates stacked in offices visible through corporate glass walls. The conference room was also surrounded by a transparent border, revealing an oval table big enough to seat ten or twelve. Only one person was present, a Wood Elf female, reclining in an expensive-looking chair with her feet up on the table. Thin blonde-brown braids reached toward the floor from her reclined position. Her clothes weren’t in the least formal: all leather, black pants, and a red tank top-like thing that left her muscular arms bare.

      As they stepped into the room, she swept her calf-high boots down and rose to greet them, extending a hand. “Hello, gentlemen. I wondered which of the local companies would be the first to grace our halls. I’m Angelina, principal of this office of Worldspan Security.”

      They shook hands in turn, introducing themselves, and moved toward the nearest seats when she gestured for them to do so. Hilts of knives were in easy reach on each of her hips, and a pistol rode in a drop holster on her right leg, the tie-down strap reassuringly in place. Even so, if she’s anywhere near as competent as she looks, she could shoot us as fast as breathing. The woman’s face was beautiful in the ethereal way that many elves’ were, but the perfection was interrupted by a thin scar that ran along a cheekbone. He found it increased her attractiveness rather than the opposite. She said, “Let’s not waste one another’s time. What is it you want?”

      Jared shrugged. “As you wish. We’re open to creating a partnership with you here in Ely.”

      A thin smile appeared. “We’re always willing to consider subcontractors if they meet our highly exacting standards.”

      Grentham laughed, and it sounded genuine. “Not quite the arrangement we had in mind. More the other way around. You’re new here, so you probably don’t understand how things work.”

      She echoed him, and it, too, sounded unfeigned. “We’ve done our research, gentlemen. We’re aware of your position and equally aware of the existing firms’ collective inability to protect the casinos and their owners. That’s why we were asked to come here, to supply what you so clearly lack. I’m afraid you’ve made the trip for nothing. We’re not interested in alliance or partnership. Let’s consider ourselves professional colleagues who stay out of each other’s way, and all will be well.”

      The dwarf bristled. “And if that’s not adequate to our needs?”

      She shrugged. “Let the competition begin. We’ve outlasted any number of other companies during our rise, and yours would be barely a footnote on that list. By all means, do your best to steal our clients, and we’ll do our best to steal yours. At the end of the day, I’m completely confident in the outcome of that game. Can you say the same?”

      Jared shook his head and rose. “Well, enough said, I guess. Thanks for your time. It’s good to put a face to a name, at least. Your reputation precedes you.” They had done their research, and the woman across from them was one of the company's founding members. For her to take over the Ely operation in person showed how serious Worldspan was about their expansion.

      Prash leaned back, returned her feet to the table, and nodded. “Same in reverse. I wish you luck, gentlemen. The more you get in our way, the more you’re going to need it.”

      The Kilomea arrived to escort them out. When they had left the office complex in the rearview, Jared asked, “Did you leave the bugs behind?”

      Grentham laughed. “Everywhere we visited. When we activate them tonight, we should get some useful intel.” The devices were crawlers, super small and capable of only three things: concealment, locomotion, and sending audio and video signals. Quality was an issue, but they had been meticulously engineered to encode in a way that reduced transmission bandwidth as long as one had the proper decoder on the far end. “When the time comes, we’ll be ready. Then we’ll see who needs luck and who doesn’t.”
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      Ruby and Demetrius stepped through the portal Daphne created to take them to Vegas. The witch madly grinned as Ruby turned to thank her, and she rolled her eyes. “Thanks, appreciate the help.”

      “You kids have fun.” The other woman’s voice was full of amusement. In truth, Ruby had possessed no idea how bubbly and happy her lab partner could get before setting her up with the gig at Spirits. She found the freedom to research deeply enjoyable, and happiness oozed from her.

      Ruby turned to Demetrius with a sigh as the rift closed. “Well, at least she’s happy, right?”

      He laughed. “Absolutely.” Her boyfriend looked downright delicious in a dark suit and open-collared button-down shirt, and while she always found him attractive, she had been more than impressed to see how well he cleaned up.

      She was in a sapphire and silver dress with actual heels. Low heels, since they were more practical and she wasn’t as agile on any over three inches high, but heels nonetheless. Their magical transport had deposited them a couple of blocks away from their destination, and they strolled toward it, small talk filling the time comfortably. It was their first real date, and Ruby had called in every favor she was owed to make it special and promised a few more. Maybe I can overwhelm him with so much impressive stuff he won’t notice my broken brain. Even the voices in her head were quiet at the moment though, something for which she was deeply grateful.

      They stepped onto the Strip and headed for the nearest casino. It was home to the hottest new restaurant in town—a Drow-owned establishment called Midnight. It was impossible to get a reservation, and the line of hopefuls praying for a cancellation was twenty deep outside the place. She walked up to the black-robed, white-haired Dark Elf at the entrance and said, “Achera, for two.”

      The hostess nodded and gave her a bright smile. “Right this way.” The restaurant's interior was done up like a night sky, with only enough illumination to avoid tripping over things. Each table was a star, courtesy of a small glowing prism set as a centerpiece. Their arrangement had no apparent logic unless you understood the magic incorporated in the design. She sensed the spells at work and didn’t doubt that even mundane humans would notice something.

      The result was an atmosphere of anticipation, with a hint of potential danger in the darkness. Only enough to make it a unique experience, she figured. They entered the kitchen, which was as bright as the outer area had been dark. The chef’s table was in a corner, behind a transparent panel that allowed its occupants to watch everything while providing sufficient quiet that they would feel more or less alone. As they sat, glasses of champagne appeared at the table in the hands of the head chef. He smiled. “Ruby, so wonderful to see you.”

      She stood, took the drinks, and wrapped him in a hug. “Same to you, Merten.” Demetrius had also risen, and she introduced him. “Demetrius is my boyfriend. Merten is an old friend of Margrave’s.”

      The Dark Elf nodded. “Phineas helped with the prisms outside. When he asked if we could find an opening for you, it was of course my pleasure to do so. Now, relax, and you’ll get to try a little of almost everything on the menu.”

      They sat, and Ruby explained, “The chef’s table here basically involves getting a bit of whatever is cooked tonight in the restaurant. So, it’s a completely different experience every time you come, or so I’ve heard. I’ve never been here.” She was excited about the meal and more excited to be sharing it with her boyfriend. “A few things are guaranteed, even if they don’t get ordered. Including the whole dessert menu, if we so desire.”

      Demetrius laughed. “I always wanted to marry rich. I could get used to this.”

      She shook her head. “First, I’m not used to this kind of living, so maybe don’t count your chickens on that one. Also, it’s a little early to be talking about marriage, don’t you think?”

      He sipped his champagne and shrugged. “If the food is as good as this drink, no, it’s really not.” They laughed together. Totally not ready to tie the knot, but I like that you’re considering it, even jokingly.

      The first course arrived, a scallop for each of them presented with a delicious sauce on a teardrop-shaped plate. They sampled it, and her eyes rolled from pleasure. “Okay, maybe I could get used to this.”

      They tried several more dishes, then Demetrius said, “You know, I was wondering. Is it hard for you to keep up the disguise?”

      She patted her lips with a napkin and took a sip of the red wine that had appeared with the third appetizer. “Honestly, no. I’ve been doing it for so long that it’s automatic. I rarely think about it unless there’s something nearby that might cause it to fail.”

      He nodded. “I’ve noticed you don’t even let it go when you’re, uh, distracted.” A little thrill shot through her belly at the thought of his distractions. He was very good at them. “But, you know, I’d like to see you for real.”

      She lifted an eyebrow, and half-teasing, countered, “This is real.”

      He chuckled. “Okay, for fake then. Whatever. Your other form.”

      “Not here, but sure, sometime soon we can do that.”

      He replied, “Speaking of the future, what do you think will happen to Magic City after all the recent unpleasantness?”

      She shrugged. “The town’s faced challenges before, and doubtless we’ll face them again. Overall, it’s a few bumps in the road, I imagine.”

      “Pretty big bumps.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, that’s fair to say. I mean, the Council has plans, and they’re more or less united, so I don’t think there’s a huge risk of the place falling apart. Obviously, security everywhere will have to be tighter.”

      He scowled. “I saw all the drones flying around last time I was on the Strip. Kind of breaks the mood a little.”

      “I’m working on a version of my drone with improved camouflage. Maybe I can sell them to Magic City.”

      “Sounds right.” Their conversation paused for the delivery of a small salad for them to share featuring greens, cheese, fruit, and nuts. “So, do you think you’ll stay?”

      Ruby nodded. “I do. At first, I thought I’d only be home for a while. Still, I like it, and I feel as if I belong here. Well, there.”

      He lowered his voice and put his hand up to his mouth nonchalantly so that no one in the kitchen could read his lips. “Are you being careful enough to make that a long-term thing?”

      The subject of her actions as Magic City’s defender didn’t come up that often, by some unspoken agreement, and it felt weird to hear the question. “I hope so. After all, knowing that you clean up this well, I need to stick around for more dates. Not to mention that now you owe me one.”

      The rest of the meal passed in a blur of gastronomic delight. The main courses started with lobster in a sweet sauce that seemed like it shouldn’t work but did. After that, a cut of beef from Japan was literally melt-in-the-mouth tender. More, each item was unique and deeply enjoyable. The culinary barrage finished with six different kinds of cakes, three for each of them, and coffees flavored with a syrup from Oriceran, a taste that hadn’t yet come to Earth in any other way.

      When they were well and truly stuffed, Merten gave them a kitchen tour and instruction on what all the stations did. Afterward, they headed for the exit. Halfway there, she turned him toward the casino elevators. He laughed. “I must really look good. I didn’t realize how attractive I can be.”

      Ruby slapped him on the arm. “We’re not going to a room, fool.” Instead, their destination was the club on the top of the hotel tower. It was an outdoor venue, full of music, bright lights that threw colors into the darkness, and a huge pool filled with scantily clad men and women from both planets. They danced for a while, and when she was ready for a rest, she dragged him over to a corner table. She ordered the club’s signature drink called Night’s Fire, a mixture of caffeine and liquor that tasted like perfection.

      He gestured at the surrounding people. “Why don’t we have this sort of thing in Magic City?”

      She shrugged. “Lots of reasons, I guess. This town is a lot older than ours, so we’re pretty much at the starting gate in comparison. It requires a certain level of tourists to make a place like this work.” She leaned forward, and he brought his head down near hers. “Think about it, probably at least a dozen of these parties are going on right now, all filled to the brim because they have to be for the profit margin to work out. That’s a ton of revelers.” He nodded. “Plus, we can’t compete with Sin City on its terms. Replicating what they do well isn’t a good competitive position. We have to change the game.”

      “So that’s why the idea of putting a Fremont Street-like canopy over the Strip was a nonstarter?”

      Her father had told her about the discussion, and she had shared it with her boyfriend. “Exactly. We’re better off doubling down on what we do differently instead of trying to copy what works here. Although, I think this drink might have to come back with us.” She kissed him on the nose and emptied her glass. He laughed and pulled her onto the dance floor again.

      An hour later, hot, sweaty, and entranced by the night, she dragged him back to the elevator. “Now we go to the hotel room.” His mouth fell open in surprise, and she laughed. “What? You can’t look like that and not expect me to jump on you.”

      They made it through the bedroom door before falling on one another, hot and heavy kisses and groping hands only broken when she pushed him away. “Okay, you asked for it.” She let the illusion fade, showing him her slightly altered features, the pointed ears the most telling difference. To judge by his reaction and what followed, he didn’t find them problematic in the least.

      A few hours later, she was awake in bed, staring at the ceiling as wild thoughts tumbled through her brain. His voice was a surprise as he quietly asked, “Do you realize you’re rubbing your arm?”

      She looked down to see he was correct, that her fingers were compulsively working over the tattoo. She shook her head. “Sorry to wake you.”

      “That’s not the problem. The problem is you don’t seem to have come to terms with that, or with how you got it, or whatever.”

      She sighed. “It’s hard. The thing is a constant presence in the back of my mind unless I’m guarding carefully against it or well-distracted.”

      He laughed. “I’m happy to help with the second part whenever I can, but I don’t think that’s a viable solution overall. I’m willing to try it if you are.”

      She smacked him gently. “I’m planning to talk to some people about dealing with it when my schedule allows it.”

      He replied, “Make time. Seriously.”

      She grinned and twisted fully toward him. “Promise. I’ll do it as soon as I reasonably can. For tonight, I’m afraid I’m going to need almost constant distraction. Got any ideas?” His answer was a kiss that turned into much, much more.
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      The opportunity to train with Sheen and her agents had been so hard to schedule that Ruby wasn’t willing to delay it, not even to spend another day in a hotel room with Demetrius. They portaled home, she showered and dressed, and it was off to meet Cara in the kemana to portal to their base.

      Diana and Rath greeted them as they arrived, the troll and Idryll engaging in a complicated set of fist bumps and hand slaps. Morrigan shook her head. She whispered, “Your tiger partner is crazy.”

      Ruby laughed and also shook her head. Diana said, “Let’s get to the fun stuff.” The agent escorted them to a large room filled with a bunch of white cubes stacked several stories high. She explained, “This is our training chamber. Basically, the computer can generate random or specific tactical situations, and the blocks move around to create them for us. I’ve chosen a random one today.”

      Two people Ruby hadn’t met before were in the locker area at the front of the room, donning some sort of science-fiction-looking armor. Diana introduced them. “This is Anik, and this is Tony. Along with Cara and Rath, they’re going to be the opposition. I’ll work with you three. If we have time left over after the first run, and we’re all up for it, the teams will switch up for the second one. You can take lockers six, seven, and eight.”

      Ruby opened hers and found boots, pants, tunic, and a helmet that covered her whole face. Putting them on was like slipping into a tight pair of jeans, but with a strange metallic chiming as the individual scales flexed and shifted. It was easy to move in, far more than one would expect. She said, “Okay, I’ll bite. What the hell is this stuff? More importantly, did you get it from Tony Stark? Even more importantly, if so, can I meet him?”

      Morrigan shook her head. “Try not to make us look stupid in front of the agents for once, Ruby.”

      Idryll added, “I don’t think she’s intellectually capable of that.”

      Ruby stuck out her tongue at her partners as Diana replied, “This is training armor. It registers hits and incapacitates the affected areas by freezing the scales in that location. It doesn’t give you the pain of the wound, but it does a pretty good job of simulating the immobility the damage would cause. It’s not Avengers gear, unfortunately. I’ve always wanted to meet Scarlett Johansson. Instead, it came from a defense contractor. They’re working on it for the Army, but it’s still too expensive to roll out. They were amenable to supplying some prototypes after the right level of begging. Of course, they get free research in return.”

      Idryll complained, “I’m not a fan. This is very tight.”

      Ruby replied, “Well, I guess anything would be when you spend most of your time walking around naked.”

      “Fur is not naked.”

      Morrigan added, “I’m afraid I have to go with Ruby on this one, Idryll.”

      The shapeshifter scowled, baring her teeth. “Idiots. You’re jealous, as always.”

      Diana laughed. “Okay, so weapons. I’ll be taking my usual rifle and pistol. Do y’all want to give rifles a try?” All three of them shook their heads simultaneously, and the agent smiled at them. “Pistols for you too, then. How about shock gloves for you, Idryll?”

      “No claws allowed?”

      “Definitely not. The goal here is training, not wounding or killing. Oh, and no magic.”

      Ruby groaned. “I think the opposing force has a definite advantage, then.”

      Rath, who had donned his suit with impressive speed, jumped up onto the bench and struck a pose. “We shall fight on the beaches. We shall fight on the landing grounds. We shall never surrender.”

      Diana shook her head. “Where did you see that?”

      “Darkest Hour. Gary Oldman.”

      “You know, not every real-life movie truly shows real life accurately.”

      “I disbelieve.”

      Cara closed her locker with a clang and laughed. “Ever since we got him playing Dungeons & Dragons with us, his first response to everything is to disbelieve. To be fair, he’s figured out a couple of traps that way. It doesn’t work quite as well outside the game.”

      The troll’s grin widened. “It will. Just you wait and see.”

      Diana handed over their choices and gave Idryll a thin belt that held the battery for her gloves. “Okay, secondary weapons. I’ll have my sword. What do you want?”

      Ruby replied, “Sword.” Morrigan opted for daggers, Idryll chose nothing, and moments later they were fully geared up. Their opponents waved goodbye and headed into the interior of the modular structure. Only one opening led inside, but Diana assured them it would be far more complex inside than they probably expected. “Whoever programmed the thing did a fantastic job with it. I think this will eventually wind up being the best and only unit for training Special Forces operatives. Fortunately, we’re lucky enough to have it first.”

      Ruby asked, “Benefits of a good relationship with the government?”

      Diana snorted. “Good might be a strong word. Let’s just say my boss, Bryant, is really effective at convincing people to let us try things out for them. He’s a hell of a politician. For a former field agent, anyway.”

      After the appropriate amount of time, they slipped on their helmets and headed in. Diana led their single-file line as the head of the team, followed by Idryll, Ruby, and Morrigan. Her sister complained, “Feels weird to be without my bow.”

      The agent replied, “We tried to brainstorm a way this training session would work with the bow, but it’s too close quarters. For that one, eventually, we’ll likely have to do something outdoors. However, you’ve given Kayleigh a project to think about, which keeps her out of trouble, mostly. Enduring a bored tech is not a thing you want to do often.”

      When they turned a corner to discover an opening ahead, Diana stopped them with a raised fist. “Okay, here’s how this will work. I’ll go in fast and hard. Idryll, since you’ll need to be up close to fight, you’ll charge any opposition. If you find multiples and have to choose, head for the one with the heaviest weapon. As far as positioning, I’ll go straight and veer left or right as the situation dictates. Morrigan, you go left as soon as you clear the entry. Ruby, you go right. This will be our standard deployment unless I say different.”

      Morrigan said, “Why, if it’s okay to ask?”

      Diana's smile was audible. “It wouldn’t be on an op, but learning is what training is all about. This positioning ensures we’ll have separate lines of fire as long as we don’t do anything stupid. Idryll needing to be hand-to-hand adds an unpredictable factor, so she’ll need to be ready to drop to the ground if anyone yells ‘down.’”

      The shapeshifter, uncommonly serious, replied, “Got it.”

      Their suits had external pickups and excellent optics and acoustics, so even while entombed inside, everything sounded more or less like it would normally have. The only difference was that Ruby couldn’t feel the atmosphere on her face and could only smell the metal and plastic of the helmet. Diana said, “Okay. Here we go,” and surged into the room.

      Ruby followed the others through into the chamber beyond, which was two stories high, as opposed to the claustrophobic nature of the corridor they’d been in. One opponent was visible, their rifle already aimed at Idryll, who was running straight for them. Diana had moved off to the left, and Ruby took a step to her right as instructed and brought up her pistol. Their enemy shot first, and Idryll dodged to the side and rolled, a yelp of surprise heralding a likely hit from their foe. Ruby, Morrigan, and Diana all opened up simultaneously, and the attacker staggered and fell under the barrage.

      Diana ordered, “Morrigan, guard the exit. Ruby, help Idryll.” Then their leader walked over and shook her head at the figure on the floor. “So, they decided to sacrifice you, Tony?”

      Whoever controlled their comms must’ve been watching because his voice came over the same earpiece that had formerly been her team only. “I lost rock paper scissors. Pretty sure I took out your tiger, though, which would be a more than fair trade.”

      Idryll, who Ruby had helped to a sitting position, replied, “My leg is locked up. I think he must’ve hit me in the knee.”

      Tony groaned. “I was aiming for your chest. That was a great dodge. You should really carry a weapon, though.”

      “Or maybe I should stay in the back, then attack by surprise once things get started. Ruby can be the one who runs in as a distraction. That’s her best role. Bait.”

      Diana’s helmet bobbed. “Yep, I agree on the surprise attack. We’ll try that on the next go-round whenever we do one. Figuring stuff out is the whole purpose of this exercise. For the moment, though, you’ll be in spectator mode so you can watch.”

      Idryll replied, “I’m able to limp along.”

      “No, you’re a liability if you do. In a real operation, we’d probably have to give you medical attention right now and definitely couldn’t detail someone to help you continue forward. So, you’re out.”

      “Well, damn.”

      Ruby laughed and patted the shapeshifter on the shoulder as she rose to her feet. “That’s okay. We’ll give them hell in round two.”

      They advanced down the only available hallway with Diana’s rifle leading the way. She stopped again before stepping through the next opening. “Okay, we’ll do the same thing, only I’ll go up the middle and stay there. Morrigan has the left. Ruby, you’re on the right.” They rushed in and found nothing in front of them. Diana spun and brought her rifle up, pointing it toward the ceiling, and at the same moment, Morrigan went down, crying out in surprise. Ruby turned in time to see a blur go past as Rath, who had apparently hidden up high, raced by, headed for the exit.

      Diana said, “Oh no, you don’t,” and shifted to block him. He flipped a throwing knife that required her to move slightly to deflect it, and he darted through the small gap that created and bolted out of the room. The agent turned and fired, and his laughter sounded in their ears. “Missed me.”

      The agent laughed. “This time. You won’t get that lucky again. You, I’m going to kill first.”

      His Arnold Schwarzenegger impression was impressive. “I’ll kill you last.”

      Diana shook her head. “Okay, so that’s how it’s gonna be? Fine. From here on out, magic is fair game.”
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      Ruby followed Diana, her right hand filled with the pistol, her left ready to cast defensive spells as needed. Her partner had explained in the previous moments that the rules of engagement for magical powers were limited to electricity, which the suits could detect and dissipate, and force magic, but only for strikes. She felt somewhat naked without her shield but understood the reasoning behind the training restrictions. She sensed something up ahead and said, “Hold.”

      Diana stopped, and a moment later replied, “Good catch. Physical trap, hidden with magic. I guess illusion wasn’t specifically disallowed.”

      Ruby laughed. “I kind of thought it was off-limits, but it seems like the other team is playing a little loose with the rules.”

      “They do that. It opens up possibilities, as well. Let me encase it so that after we move past, we can leave it active in case anyone tries to get us from behind.”

      They progressed in safety to the next opening. Diana said, “Illusion isn’t my strong suit. Can you make it look like we’re entering the room before we actually do?”

      “Absolutely. If there’s one thing I have a lot of experience with, it’s creating illusions.” Their doppelgängers materialized over them, forming a sort of double vision for a moment before the apparitions charged into the chamber beyond. Lightning crackled, and automatic gunfire sounded.

      Diana ordered, “Go.” They ran into the space and found only one enemy. Cara was already moving in the exit’s direction when her boss laid down a line of bullets in the way. The other agent skidded to a halt and let her rifle fall, drawing the daggers at her hips and charging at Ruby.

      Her partner moved to intervene, but Ruby said, “I’ve got this.”

      “You sure?”

      She had no time to reply since their foe was already on her. The transparent faceplate revealed a grin on Cara’s face as the other woman stepped forward and launched a flurry of attacks. Her daggers stabbed out three times, high, medium, and low, and she finished the sequence with a spinning leg sweep. Ruby blocked the first knife thrust with her pistol, which flew out of her hand at the impact, and the remaining ones with a long force shield in her left hand. She leapt over the foot that tried to steal her legs and snapped out a kick of her own.

      The ball of her foot struck her enemy’s helmet and pitched her backward. Cara turned the motion into a roll, coming quickly up to her feet and tossing a dagger at Ruby’s face. Ruby coated her hand with force magic and slapped the weapon aside, noting in passing that instead of falling, it curved to return to the other woman’s grip. “Fancy.” She waded in, drawing her sword as she moved and leading with a force blast from her left hand. The other woman raised her dagger, intercepting the magic and grounding it out. Ruby slashed her blade across in a diagonal chop, but Cara stepped aside to avoid the blow.

      Ruby’s armor stiffened as her foe delivered stabs into her exposed ribs. It made her next kick awkward as she snapped a sidekick into the other woman’s stomach that knocked her backward a step. They both moved with a new respect for the other, circling slowly. Cara said, “Nice one. That probably would have put me on the ground in a real fight.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Assuming I survived the knife wounds, of course.”

      “You would’ve had a shield up. Training is a little different. You know,” her voice cut off in mid-sentence as she launched her next attack. It was a jumping sidekick that Ruby easily avoided, guiding the other woman’s leg off to the side. Cara smashed an elbow back and caught Ruby’s helmet. Her faceplate went dark for a moment, apparently simulating a loss of vision, and she reacted by throwing a force wave out in all directions.

      When it cleared, her rival was several steps further away, and Diana held a raised pistol pointed at her. Ruby said, “Do it,” and the other agent pulled the trigger with a grin. Their opponent went down, and a string of curses that hearkened back to her military background filled the channel. They stood over her locked-up form and smiled down at her.

      Diana said, “Aww, did you fall?”

      Cara spat another curse and replied, “She’s good, but in a real fight, I think I would’ve won.”

      Diana shook her head. “In a real fight, it would’ve been two on one. This wasn’t the smartest tactic.”

      Cara shrugged. “So you say. Still, it was an excellent distraction, don’t you agree?”

      A canister landed beside her, dropped from above, then detonated. Lightning reached out, locking up Ruby’s armor and causing her to fall. Diana hit the floor as well and growled, “Ambush. Stay down, cover the door.”

      The other woman stiffly climbed to her feet, her training suit simulating significant damage. Ruby reached out with her right hand and used force magic to bring her pistol back to her, then aimed it at the doorway. She summoned a force barrier and put it in front of the opening, ensuring that any enemies would at least have to work to get at them.

      That defense solidified not a moment too soon, as Anik leaned around a corner and unloaded a stream from his rifle into the room. The barrage would’ve surely had one or both of them, but the rounds didn’t penetrate her magic. Diana said, “Good job,” and drew her sword, transferring the pistol to her left hand. She stepped in front of the opening. “Okay, I’ll take over the barrier. You get yourself ready to go.” As Ruby obeyed, Diana explained, “I’ve put a tiny hole in the force shield, only enough of a gap to stick my gun barrel through if someone shows up. There’s a small risk, so be sure you stay to my right.”

      “Seems like it’s totally safe. What’s the problem?”

      The agent shrugged. “Electricity could sneak through and catch me, or fire could penetrate and explode the ammunition in my weapon. Let’s not even get started on shadow tentacles.”

      Ruby carefully didn’t touch her forearm and shuddered at the thought. “Yeah, let’s not. Those suck.”

      Once they were as ready as they were going to get, they advanced cautiously, looking for additional traps but finding none. Diana said, “I’m fairly sure we’re nearing the end. I know how big the training space is, and it feels like we’ve covered most of it without doubling back on ourselves. Sometimes the computer sets up a maze, but this map seems to be pretty straightforward. So, probably a safe bet to expect both of our remaining opponents in the next room.”

      They tried the illusion trick again, but nothing happened as the other figures ran in. Diana muttered, “That’s weird. Okay, I’ll go in first. You wait five seconds before following.” She dashed in, sword and pistol raised, and immediately went down as Anik tackled her. He discharged another of the electricity weapons, taking them both out of the match.

      Ruby was already in motion and couldn’t stop her charge into the room. She called up a force buckler and looked around carefully for enemies but saw none. Until a laugh sounded from above, where she’d failed to look. She turned in time to see the pair of throwing daggers coming at her face. They struck her helmet, and she was down and out of the fight.

      The comm channel went active with all the voices, and the other team crowed and cheered over their leader’s loss. Fortunately, Morrigan and Idryll had both gone down before Ruby, so she didn’t have to deal with them joining in. Her armor unlocked, and she rose to her feet and traded a fist bump with Rath. “Nice throws, my friend.”

      He nodded. “Planning to have a training session with Idryll. You can come along.”

      She grinned. “Absolutely. It’s a date.”

      Diana’s voice carried over the others’. “Okay, folks, we’ll have a debrief and another run in three hours. In the meantime, grab some lunch, reload, and do whatever else you need to do.”

      Ruby stepped beside the leader and took off her helmet, gesturing for the other woman to do the same. When she complied, Ruby asked, “Can I have a few minutes to talk to you about something? Something I’d rather no one besides you hears about?”

      Diana nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll get lunch sent to my quarters. We’ll talk there.”
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      Ruby collapsed into the chair on the visitor’s side of Diana’s desk. The agent’s quarters seemed to have personal space in the back and public space in the front. Diana disappeared momentarily into the former and returned with a pair of towels, rubbing her neck with one and tossing the other to Ruby. The other woman laughed. “Training always works up a sweat. But it’s a good sweat. So, lunch should be here in ten minutes or so. What did you want to discuss?”

      Now that she was at the moment, Ruby wasn’t sure how to start. Hey, I have a magical artifact stuck in my arm that’s babbling at me inside my head about turning me into its meat puppet. How’s your day been? She asked, “Does your sword talk to you?”

      Diana rolled her eyes. “Incessantly, and usually at the worst times. No matter how often I tell Fury not to distract me while I’m fighting, those seem to be the moments where unsolicited advice inevitably arrives. I presume you’ve had a similar experience with yours?”

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah. Two voices are inside there, although they’re pretty good at not distracting me at bad times.” Her words trailed off, and she found no more to replace them.

      Diana sat in her chair and leaned backward, putting her feet up on the desk. “I’m not the keenest judge of people, but I sense that asking me about my sword isn’t the reason you wanted to have a quiet word. Out with it.” The command was playful, but it still felt like an order.

      Ruby stood, unfastened the snaps holding the top of her training armor together, pulled her left arm out of its sleeve, and extended it to the other woman. Diana’s boots hit the floor as she leaned forward to examine it. “Nice tattoo. I’m guessing it’s more than a tattoo, isn’t it?” Ruby nodded. “Atlantean artifact?” She nodded again. “Damn, girl. That’s some heavy stuff.”

      Ruby laughed as she got herself properly dressed and sat. “Right? Its voice is becoming a real problem. What do you know about them?”

      “Quite a bit, but probably not the things you need to learn. An Atlantean named Rhazdon created most or all of them. Typical power-player, wanted to rule the world or something. Eventually turned out to be not as evil as once thought. That doesn’t change the fact that these artifacts are around and still causing trouble after all these years.” She shook her head. “We find them and store them away where no one can get at them. It’s like putting a single rock in a river’s flow for all the good it does. We have a lot of work ahead of us on that score.”

      “The Mist Elves know virtually nothing about them, so that’s all pretty useful, thanks. You wouldn’t happen to know anyone who had one?”

      “Not anyone on the side of the angels, anyway. I take it you’re finding it a challenge to deal with?”

      Sudden tears threatened as a wave of emotion washed over her because someone understood, it seemed. She sniffed once to cover it and replied, “Yeah. I need him to shut the hell up, or at the very least, I have to make sure he can’t get in my head without my permission. Or something. Basically, I just want him to screw off.”

      Diana laughed. “It’s male?”

      Ruby shrugged. “It first appeared as a woman, a Mist Elf ruler, but then turned into an Atlantean man. I guess I have no idea what it really is, if it even has a true state.” She managed a crooked smile. “So, any suggestions on how to deal with it?”

      The agent rose. “None from me, I’m afraid, but I have a friend who knows just about everything there is to know about, well, everything, I suppose, if you ask her. I’ll set up a meeting. You stay here. Lunch should show up shortly. No poking around my bedroom. The magical protections would reduce you to goo.”

      Ruby’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      Diana laughed. “No, but keep out anyway. I’ll be back in time for the next round of training, and I’ll try to get this set up for you as early after that as I can.”
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        * * *

      

      After winning the second training scenario, Ruby was tired and satisfied with the knowledge she’d gained as she, Diana, and Rath stepped through the portal to Kemana Stonesreach. It was similar to her home in that it was underground, with a central source of illumination and shops, streets, and houses all around. It was different because the bowl was steeper and the stairs leading upward numerous enough that her legs ached at the sight. Also, instead of the small castle that housed the city’s ruler laying in the center, as it did in MountHaven, it was on one end. Diana noticed her looking in that direction. “If you view it from above, it looks vaguely like the sun, with the streets as rays of light shooting out from it. Kind of artistic. Possibly overly aggrandizing.”

      Ruby laughed. “And the ruler? Ours is an older Mist Elf man.”

      “This one has a young woman, the Lady. Also an elf. Competent, although I know she irritates Nylotte on a fairly regular basis.”

      “Is that who we’re coming to visit?” The agent had been quiet on the matter. “I’ve heard her name before, from Shentia.”

      “Yes. The only advice I can give you is to be honest and don’t let her intimidate you. I mean, she will. That’s what she does, and it’s almost impossible to avoid, but she’s not all that. Just most of that.”

      Rath replied, “She’s fun.”

      Diana scowled down at him. “To you, maybe. Try training with her sometime.”

      The troll shook his head. “No thanks. All good.”

      Laughter carried them to their destination. Diana opened the door of a nondescript shop, gesturing for Ruby to precede her. She stepped inside and took in the wooden walls, the shelves filled with items that resembled the ones in Shentia's place but more tightly packed, and the white-haired woman sitting primly on a stool behind a counter that lay perpendicular to the door. The Drow said, “Welcome to my place, Ruby Achera. I’ve heard a great deal about you.”

      The tone and content of the greeting illustrated the need for Diana’s warning against intimidation. Ruby replied, “And I, you. Hopefully what you’ve heard about me is as positive as what others told me about you.”

      She didn’t answer, merely changed the subject. “Diana. I seem to recall us having a training session scheduled for a couple of days ago.”

      A sigh came from behind her. “Yes, I sent you a message that I was, uh, way out of town that day. We’ll get caught up.”

      The Dark Elf seemed unconvinced, but the corners of her lips turned up as she shifted her gaze to the troll. “Rath, you are a ray of sunshine among these clouds, as always.” She gestured at Ruby and Diana to indicate those lacking that illumination. “How are you?”

      He jumped up on the counter, and Ruby was positive Nylotte wouldn’t have accepted that shocking breach of formality from anyone else on either planet. “Good. Great. I met a tiger-woman. I’m going to teach her to throw knives. She’s going to teach me how to fight with claws. Do you have any claws I can use?”

      Nylotte laughed. “Indeed, I’m sure there’s something around here. Feel free to look.” He jumped down with a quiet cheer and started rummaging along the shelves. She turned her attention back to Ruby. “So, Diana said you have a problem that you need help with, but no more than that. Explain.”

      Ruby could see where Diana’s attitude of command came from. She obediently pushed up her sleeve to display the artifact, and the other woman clucked her tongue. “Well, that was a poor decision on your part.”

      She couldn’t stop the scowl from jumping to her face. “Actually, given that I was unconscious at the time after fighting to protect others, it wasn’t a choice at all, much less a bad one.”

      The Drow lifted an eyebrow and shifted her gaze to Diana. “Some fire there.”

      The agent replied, “Told you.”

      Nylotte rose. “Very well. Come with me, and we’ll talk.” She led the way down a staircase to the basement. It was divided roughly into thirds, with a single section nearest the street they’d entered from filled with crates. The other two-thirds combined to create a training space with a polished wooden floor. A trio of rings was inset in the surface, different metals comprising each, decreasing in size from outside to in. The centermost was large enough for the three of them to fit into, but barely. The Dark Elf sat and crossed her legs, gesturing for the others to do the same.

      Ruby asked, “What is this space?”

      Diana instantly answered, “Torture chamber.”

      Nylotte laughed. “It’s a training room for combat or magic. The rings offer protections, each a different kind. It ensures our conversation will remain private here.”

      Ruby replied, “Nothing is private from that bastard inside my head.”

      “Of course, but from everyone else aside from we three, it will be. So, I take it you’re looking for ways to deal with your passenger. Diana mentioned you have an artifact sword. Has it been helpful?”

      “At times, but it’s not enough on its own. I can’t go around holding my weapon all the time.”

      Diana corrected, “Well, you could, but it would look pretty strange.”

      Nylotte ignored the comment. “Do you have a private space?” Ruby nodded, thinking of the bunker. “Excellent. You should construct rings of your own. With the proper spells, they’ll provide a place where you can calm your mind when you need refuge.”

      “They’ll suppress the artifact? For how long?”

      The Dark Elf shook her head. “Not exactly. Probably the better metaphor is that they’ll give you the high ground in your interactions with it. Plus, when the time comes to fight the artifact for dominance, it will protect you from outside influence.”

      Ruby replied, “That all sounds great. I can do that.”

      Nylotte nodded. “Good. Now, let me teach you some basic internal shielding spells you can use to keep it at bay.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, when she had finally reached the point of exhaustion from trying to master the techniques Nylotte had taught, Diana and Rath escorted her outside and created a portal to send her back to her kemana. Before she could use it, Diana touched her arm. “What Nylotte didn’t say is almost as important as what she did. When the time comes to take on the artifact, be it once or repeatedly, make sure there’s someone you trust outside the rings. Should something go wrong, the barriers will protect them from you while they do what needs to be done.”

      A chill ran through her, and Ruby vowed to herself that she would never let the artifact win. She smiled gratefully. “Got it. Thank you.” The agent nodded, and Rath skipped forward for a fist bump.

      He said, “You are the law.”

      Diana laughed and rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Rath, how many times are you going to quote Judge Dredd?”

      “Always and forever.”

      Ruby stepped through and shook her head as the pair started to argue. Sleep. I need sleep. Then, you artifact bastard, it’s time to start putting you in your proper place. She ignored the dark laughter that came in response.
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      The exertions of the day before had put Ruby to sleep for more than twelve hours, and she woke refreshed, energetic, and positive. All of that lasted right up until the Atlantean’s first chuckle in her mind. She stilled her initial wave of anger and replaced it with the meditative technique Nylotte had taught her, envisioning a glass cube that contained the Atlantean and permitted no sound to escape. That way, he couldn’t get up to anything without her seeing it, and he wouldn’t influence her.

      The walls seemed thin and trembled under his blows, but they held. Both the Drow and Diana had assured her that as her skill in the technique improved, so would the cage’s solidity. Of course, that will last right up until the moment I’m distracted and he smashes through, but at least it’s something. It took another hour to get caffeinated and secure the others’ agreement, and she stepped through the portal into the bunker with Idryll behind her, ready to work.

      Margrave and Morrigan had both arrived earlier. He said, “About time we got moving on this place. I expect some return on my investment, you know.”

      Ruby laughed. “Don’t worry. We’ll make so many improvements that you won’t want to wait to kick us out. But you’ll have to.”

      He put his hands on his hips. “So that’s your evil plan? Some way to pay back a friend.”

      Morrigan interjected, “No, we compensate friends with hard work. Now get to it.”

      He chuckled, and Ruby pulled him toward the escape tunnel that led to the collapsed building. While they worked on issues involving technology and magic, Morrigan and Idryll were going to do some general cleaning and bring in supplies that weren’t atomic-era MREs. Margrave had accused them of being soft for that choice, right up until the moment she offered the old food kits to him. Then his tone changed abruptly, and he started talking about the value of emergency backups.

      They reached the end of the passage, and he instructed, “Okay, you push up on the trap door, and I’ll catch anything that’s up there waiting to fall on us.” He produced his wand from out of nowhere like he always did, and she complied. It was a weird sight, seeing the rubble above hovering in place. He didn’t seem to be expending significant energy, which impressed her yet again. She hadn’t seen him use strong magic before, only very precise power.

      Margrave wore a look of concentration as he ordered, “Okay, shift the big stuff out of the way.” She complied, and he started stacking smaller pieces into walls around the trap door. After a half-hour’s work, he had built a space large enough to stand in, and they both climbed up. Rubble had piled everywhere, but he drew her attention to several areas of structural instability where a solid force blast would clear the path. He gestured toward the walls he’d built. “How good are you with fire?”

      She laughed. “I’m the fire master.”

      He snorted. “Okay. Using very precise fire, I want you to heat the edges of the rock so the dust and dirt trapped in between melds to it. Things will shift a little, but I’ll keep us from getting crushed, don’t worry.” She complied again, and the structure seemed more stable when the process was complete. Finally, he withdrew a tube from his cargo pants pocket. “Now, line the joins with this stuff.”

      As she did so, she asked, “What is it?”

      “A proprietary blend of adhesives. This will make sure what you’ve already put together doesn’t break apart.”

      “Something for the open market?”

      He laughed. “One of the reagents is crushed diamond, so probably not.”

      She whistled. “Pretty serious about this place of yours, huh?”

      “Pretty serious about your safety. Someone has to be.”

      “I have Idryll looking after me. I’m fine.”

      When the structural work was complete, the next installations were technological. Cameras and sensors guarded all the entrances, plus an internal network with a signal blocker to ensure that signals neither came in nor leaked out. Only one transmission point was permitted, a heavily encrypted broadband connection that would link only to its partner, a module connected to Demetrius’s gear. It was part magic, part technology, and, Margrave said, something the military was very interested in. Ruby grinned. “I love being the beneficiary of prototyping.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, it’s great, right up until the moment it isn’t, and the thing you’re testing out blows up on you.”

      “Dude. Buzzkill.”

      They added magical wards to the entrances and exits, scratching runes into doorframes to anchor the power. Finally, it was time for what she considered the most important installation. They went to the smallest room, a twelve-by-twelve square that had been an armory but wouldn’t be big enough for the three of them to use together. It had been emptied and cleaned meticulously until the wooden walls and concrete floor almost glowed.

      Margrave retrieved his toolbox and pulled out a spike attached to a rope, adhering the post magically to the room’s center and using the line to draw a perfect circle around it at maximum distance. While he worked, Ruby gazed at the walls. “We should probably put wards in this room, too.”

      He nodded as he waved his wand at the floor, tracing the line he’d made. “Won’t be too hard, but you should do it by yourself. Once I help you get the ring in place, everything else here should be yours and yours alone. The others shouldn’t even come in.”

      “Magical purity?”

      “Exactly. Make this your place exclusively, and you’ll have more power when you’re in it.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Why do you let people into your workshop, then?”

      He paused and lifted an eyebrow. “That’s a very smart question. You did learn something at that college of yours.” She snorted, and he continued, “The things I do in the workshop generally don’t require that level of purity. When they do, I have another room in my house I can use.”

      “Really? Why haven’t you shown it to me?” He stared at her until she realized what a dumb question that was. “Oh. Yeah. Okay. No anti-college comments. I’m a little distracted these days.”

      He finished his work and cautioned, “If you don’t perfectly focus on this, you could ruin it. Do you want to wait?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’m good.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Right as rain. So, force blast to carve out the stone to a depth of six inches, as wide as the channel between the magical barriers you’ve created.”

      He nodded. “You shouldn’t be able to slip out of line to either side, but you have to be sure to go straight down. My walls will descend to help guide you where I can, but this still requires your skill and focus to ensure it doesn’t get misshapen.”

      Ruby stretched and rolled her neck. “Got it. Let’s do this thing.”

      It took an hour of highly focused work to carve out the channel for the ring, but when they finished, Margrave pronounced it perfect. “Okay, go get the gold.” That metal was preferable for the outermost ring because it was highly inert, both chemically and magically. It would effectively ground out any magic that tried to enter or escape. He had procured small bars of the substance, and she slotted them in as he reran the calculations to make sure they had the right amount.

      She ran her hands over each before setting it in place, pushing her will into it, her intention for purity and ownership, metaphysical efforts that all the books said were valuable. Who am I to argue? It only costs me time. When she was ready, she channeled fire into the metal, hot enough to melt and fuse the ingots. They flowed, then solidified as she used an icy breeze to chill them. When she finished, the ring was solid, seemingly perfect.

      Margrave put a hand on her shoulder. “Well done. A definite success. You’ll have to do the runes yourself, of course. I can help you make the tool.”

      She nodded, proud of her effort. “Excellent, but I think that’s enough for today. I’m starting to lose focus.”

      He laughed. “Nope, one more thing. Come with me.” They went out to the main room again, where Morrigan and Idryll were snacking on a basket of fruit. Her sister hurled an apple at Ruby, and she snatched it out of the air and took a bite. “Dang, I’m famished, thanks.”

      Idryll observed, “Next time, throw faster. You almost got her in the head.”

      Morrigan countered, “You didn’t throw at all. What happened, lose your nerve?”

      The shapeshifter stopped brushing her arms and scowled. “There’s fruit juice in my fur.”

      They all laughed, and Margrave opened a portal. With another wave of his wand, a small table, slightly wider than it was deep, floated through. It was made of the same stone as the one in his workshop.

      Ruby squealed, “For me?” The process of procuring the stone and preparing such a table was intensive, which was why she and Daphne hadn’t done it, lacking the time and the resources.

      He nodded with a broad smile on his face at the success of his gift. “I think you might need to be alone now and again to relax. Here, away from the outside world, seems like a good place. There’s no reason you can’t work on your research while you do it. Then it’s a double win.”

      She wrapped him in a hug and bustled off to decide what room to put it in. They all spent the next hour happily in light tasks until the new cell phone that would only work when tied to the bunker’s network rang. She answered, and Demetrius’s voice came across the line, no hint of flirtation in it. “There’s a recording in the email account. Alejo is trying to get hold of you. I didn’t listen beyond the first second, but her tone sounds serious.”
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      The message from Alejo had been short and sweet. “Need to meet.” Their arrangement meant it was on Ruby to choose the time and place since that was the safest option for her. One never knows when the PDA is watching, and those bastards have hardly any scruples at all.

      She suited up in her full uniform, draped herself in a veil, and portaled to the sheriff’s backyard. She called to ask the woman to come outside, waiting on the swing as she had before.

      Sheriff Valentina Alejo didn’t offer her a bottle this time, knowing she wouldn’t remove her mask to drink it, and sipped her beer before speaking. The moonlight left her face shadowy. “The head of the local PDA reached out. They want to meet with you. Well, you and your friends.”

      “Seriously? And they figured you could put that together for them how?”

      She shrugged. “Our paths have crossed a number of times. I suppose it’s not unreasonable.”

      “A call won’t suffice?”

      Alejo laughed, low and dismissive. “It wasn’t offered as an option. It may be that they don’t just want to exchange words, if you know what I mean. Seems like a classic setup, doesn’t it?”

      Ruby nodded. “It does. Who specifically?”

      “Guy from the Reno office who’s been nosing around town for a while. I got the impression this is his new home, temporarily at least.”

      She scowled. “Think he’s trying to make a name for himself? Pushing the boundaries a bit, taking advantage of the situation? There’s certainly a lot more PDA presence in town now than ever before.”

      Alejo nodded. “Maybe, although my understanding is that PDA offices have significant operational latitude in the first place. For all I know, this could be standard operating procedure. My concern is that if this meeting doesn’t happen, they might start putting pressure on my office, either to use us or to cut us out of whatever’s going on.”

      Ruby sighed. “Well, SOP or not, I’m definitely not bringing the others along if I decide to talk to them. That would be like offering ourselves up on a silver platter. If I didn’t do it for that scumbag Sloane, I’m certainly not planning to do it for the paranoid defense agency.”

      The joke earned a chuckle. “Seems like a smart move.”

      Ruby asked, “Do you think this is important, in the big picture?”

      The other woman nodded. “Selfishly, I don’t want them messing with my people because they can’t get to you. Overall, they’re clearly planning to be here for the long term. You’ll have to deal with them anyway, so might as well get it done.”

      “Okay. Set up a meet at the Casino Graveyard. Midnight tomorrow. He has to be there in person for me to show up.”

      Alejo laughed. “Do you want me to tell him to come alone and unarmed, too?”

      Ruby let out a soft snort. “No, I’m not that stupid. But make it clear that if he’s not there, I won’t be either.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby had set the meeting for the next day rather than rousting the agent out of bed for an immediate chat because preparations were required. By the time midnight rolled around, she had improved the drones Demetrius had bought for her, outfitting one of them with a special tool she’d crafted and all three with the concealment magic tech she’d been working on. She was confident the PDA versions wouldn’t be able to see through it. Especially if they have no idea such a thing exists, right?

      She paced behind Demetrius’s computer chair, his bedroom offering precious little space in which to burn off her nervous energy. The infomancer had connected to all three drones, which she’d concealed near the meeting site earlier in the day so they wouldn’t have to waste battery power flying to get there. Each had a small solar panel on the top that would have topped off their batteries as they waited in the camouflaged spots she’d left them. I don’t think I could’ve prepared for this any better. Now hopefully the PDA shows up on time.

      She didn’t doubt that the PDA agent would bring friends. He’d be stupid not to, especially since he had to figure she’d chosen the location for a reason. Even if I had shown up in person, it would’ve been reasonably easy to escape from there. Maybe he does just want to talk. Guess we’ll see. With twenty minutes to go, Demetrius brought the drones out from cover, sending one up high to surveil the site. At one minute before the appointed time, a trio of black SUVs pulled in and formed a triangle around the clearing she’d selected for their meeting. A government sedan followed them, probably one of the bulletproof glass models, and agent Paul Andrews emerged from it. You slimy bugger.

      Margrave had dropped off a speaker at the site for her earlier in the day, under a veil and in disguise, in case they were watching. She activated the connection. “What can I do for the Paranormal Defense Agency?” The drone caught the echoes as her voice bounced around the clearing, and every one of the agents turned in a circle, drawing weapons and looking for her. The agent in charge shook his head. “Games? Really?”

      The screens in front of her displayed feeds from all three drones. One hovered over the vehicles, high enough that they shouldn’t be able to hear the fans, giving her a big picture look at what was going on. The second one was still in its concealed location, waiting for circumstances to call it into play. The third, one of the tiny versions she’d built to take into the field, moved smoothly along a path they’d scouted out beforehand, just far enough off the ground that it wouldn’t reveal itself by disturbing the dust and dirt.

      She replied, “You must think I’m either stupid or ridiculously trusting to show up with all my people where all your people could get at us. I’m a lot of things, but that naïve, I’m not.”

      He put his hands on his hips. “Yet, here I am, as you asked me to be. You’re not holding up your end of the bargain.”

      She laughed, enjoying the fact that he had no idea he’d been in a room with her before, had her literally at arm’s length. The microphone distorted her voice, rendering it unrecognizable. The speaker had a small charge to destroy it when they finished, so there’d be no way to trace that back to her, either. “Oh, please, Agent Andrews. Let’s be professionals. I needed to see how you’d act. It was a predictable response, fortunately, so we can probably talk.”

      He crossed his arms. “Fine. I’ll be brief. You need to stop what you’re doing and let us handle things.”

      “You’ve been doing such a good job so far. I think the owners of the Mist would totally agree.” She slapped Demetrius on the shoulder, having no desire to continue the conversation any longer than necessary.

      He muted the microphone and said, “Shush. This is harder than it looks.”

      “I thought you were supposed to be awesome at this stuff. Put me back on.” He activated the mic, and she added, “Let’s say for the sake of argument that I trusted you to take care of things. What would happen to my friends and me?”

      He shrugged. “The usual. Debriefings, release.”

      Ruby laughed. “Yeah, right.” On the screen in front of her, the drone was finally close enough to fire its payload. A tracking device flew out and stuck onto the back of the car, the small black magnetic pearl more or less invisible against the vehicle’s skin. “Anyway, while it’s been nice chatting, I have to go. Here’s the plan: you stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of your way. We’ll both be happy. Otherwise, things could go badly, and you’ll wind up on the losing end of that particular tally.”

      She pointed, and Demetrius hit the button to activate the charge inside the speaker, destroying it. On the video feed, the agents reacted, spinning toward the noise, then piled back into their cars and drove away. The small drone returned to its concealed location for pickup later, and the one up high kept track of the vehicles under Demetrius’s guidance. The third, set to follow the tracking device automatically, rose into the air and started moving. Ruby clapped Demetrius on the shoulder. “Great work, Tree. Now I need to get ready to go have a real conversation with that douchebag.”

      He nodded. “Remember, you owe me another date.”

      She laughed, rolled her eyes, and gave him a lingering kiss on the neck. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. You’d be so bored without me.”

      She left the room before he could argue, headed for her one-on-one with Agent Andrews.
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      The drone tracked the locator back to a home in a residential area to the southeast of the Strip. Ruby portaled as close as she could, then used an autonomous vehicle to take her the rest of the way. She rode in the disguise of an elderly human man in a tracksuit, in case anyone happened to be looking for her. With a couple of blocks to go, she bailed out and traveled toward the agent’s house through several backyards. The drone hovered overhead, providing a view of the home, and before she entered its range she muttered, “I’m here,” into her comm.

      A click of acknowledgment sounded, and she crept into the fenced-in area at the rear of the agent’s home. Her magical senses were on the lookout for traps, and her eyepieces cycled through detection modes to help her spot mundane ones. She launched her other drone, this one controlled by the small phone-like device Margrave had created, and piloted it close to peer into the home’s windows.

      The first floor showed a kitchen and a living room-dining room combination area. The second contained a home office and two bedrooms with an apparently sleeping Paranormal Defense Agency boss-type person occupying one. She asked, “Tree, any security system inside?”

      He replied, “Activate the booster.” She reached down to her belt and hit the switch on the device that would allow him faster access to the area’s computer networks. After thirty seconds or so, he said, “Okay, I’m into it. I set it into maintenance mode. It will still register what goes on but won’t trigger any alarms or call out.”

      “You’re the best.”

      “Now you owe me even more. I’m thinking a weekend away, with you focused entirely on pampering me.”

      “Yeah, yeah, put it on my to-do list.” She used force magic to release the latch on the window, then tried to slide it open. It didn’t move, and she brought the drone around for a better look. The image it sent back showed a wooden board wedged into place to prevent the pane from rising. Old school, simple and smart. You might not be the total idiot I took you for. Also, I need to cut those for all the windows and sliding doors in our house.

      Concentrating carefully, she used magic with one hand to move the wood out of the way and the other to lift the window. The wooden rectangle fell to the grass. Ruby reestablished her veil, force-blasted herself up to the second floor, and clambered up to sit on the windowsill with a leg on either side. She drew a breath to speak.

      The figure on the bed twitched. Suddenly, a gun whipped around to point at her. She knocked it from his hand with force magic and waggled a finger after letting her veil fall. “Now, now. Be nice. I thought you wanted to talk.”

      He sat up, offering her a view of his bare chest, the chiseled nature of which suggested he put in significant time at the gym. Unfortunately, no amount of pumping iron can compensate for being a scumbag. He replied, “Yeah, this wasn’t quite what I had in mind.”

      She grinned and hoped her dragon’s face scared him a little. “Well, that’s not my problem. You didn’t really think I’d bring my friends along and expose them to whatever nonsense you had planned, did you? What do you want?”

      “Can I get up?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, can I grab a shirt then?”

      She shook her head. “Also no. Talk.”

      He sighed and ran his hands through his rumpled brown hair. “I’ll be direct. There’s no place for vigilantes in this town anymore. We’re here now, and we have it all in hand. You and your friends need to step down.”

      She barked a laugh. “Yeah, but that would require someone useful to step up. I don’t really dig your methods, what with the heavy-handed tactics and the constant surveillance. What’s next, random searches of people on the Strip?”

      He shrugged. “Gotta do what you gotta do to keep the innocent safe.”

      “See, on that we agree. I have to do the same.”

      Agent Andrews grinned suddenly for no apparent reason. “So, no way I can convince you to give it up and come in peacefully? Or, failing that, to fade away into the night, so I don’t have to worry about you and your buddies causing trouble?”

      Ruby scowled. “Causing trouble? Have you been paying attention at all?”

      The receiver in her ear pinged softly. Demetrius advised, “Agents moving in. Looks like they’ve established an outer perimeter about two blocks around and are pushing forward. Lots of them.”

      The half-naked man in the bed started to speak, and she cut him off. “Yeah, I know, you’re trying to keep me here while your friends move in for the kill. You couldn’t play nice, just once? That’s too bad.”

      She called up a force shield with one hand, placing it between him and the nightstand beside him, then used the other to blast the piece of furniture to shards. The barrier prevented any of them from striking him, but the demonstration of the instant conversion from functional object to kindling inspired a look of shock on his face. Ruby nodded. “You might wish to consider if us being on different sides is really what you want.”

      He threw himself off the far side of the bed, his hand reaching for something on that side’s nightstand, and she fell backward out of the window. She landed on a soft burst of magic, cast a veil, and snuck away. After a minute of careful creeping, she encountered one of the oncoming agents and angled to avoid him, making sure her sound and sight concealment was at full strength.

      Her magic failed with a whisper of strangeness, and he spotted her. He shouted, whipped his gun around, and pulled the trigger. She dove to the ground and rolled to elude the stream of bullets, cursing under her breath. “What the hell?”

      Morrigan replied, “They have weird backpacks on. Maybe they’re the same things that the bastard on the Strip had? Some sort of portable anti-magic emitter?”

      Ruby cursed again. “Okay, give them points for coming prepared, anyway. Fortunately, I also brought my backup people, who are way better than Paul Andrews’. Let’s mix it up.”

      A low crunching emanated from the trees behind the man, and Idryll slammed into him, knocking him forward onto his face. The tiger-woman dropped to one knee and delivered a punch to his head that caused a crack to echo through the area. She said, “Just the nose, I think. He should be out for a while. Do you want the backpack?”

      Ruby did, but getting it like this was too dangerous. “No. There could be tracking devices or any number of other surprises. Plus, we truly have to get out of here before fate gives them a break, and we don’t need the extra weight. Tree, I could use a clear vector.”

      His voice carried unexpected concern. “There really isn’t one. The agents are closing in from everywhere, and more are arriving. I don’t think it’s their entire complement or anything, but there are a lot of the bastards. They called for backup from local PD, too. They’ll be on-site in ten minutes or so.”

      Ruby replied, “Okay. We’re going to break through to the south, then. As soon as we’re out of the range of these stupid things, we’ll portal out of here.” Which is what I should’ve done in the first place, but I was being clever. Or paranoid. Or both. She needed to solve her portaling problem. “Morrigan, if you’re clear to portal, you should get out of here.”

      “The hell I will.” A cacophonous mix of light and sound came from the north as Morrigan either fired one of her flash-bang arrows or used one of Margrave’s grenades.

      Ruby frowned. “Are you on top of the agent’s house?”

      Her sister laughed. “Maybe. Following you now. Go.”

      She and Idryll moved on parallel tracks, hunting for PDA personnel. The tiger-woman took them out quietly, one after the next, her natural skills much better than Ruby’s in the absence of magic. They finally came up against the outer perimeter, created by groups of four at thirty-foot or so intervals. She breathed, “Damn, they’re pretty serious about this whole thing.”

      Morrigan stepped up behind her. “Well, you do have a rare talent for upsetting people.”

      Idryll muttered, “She’s right, you do.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Gas them, and we’ll hit whoever doesn’t fall.” An arrow sailed above with a slight whir, landing in the center of the quartet. Billows of vapor came out, and one of them fell instantly. The other three quickly brought masks to their faces, and in that moment of distraction, Ruby and Idryll struck. Ruby raced forward and led with her left, punching the nearest agent’s ribs. When he tried to bring his rifle around to point at her, she whipped a right cross over it, connecting with his cheek. The stun knuckles detonated, knocking him unconscious. She used the momentum from the blow to twist herself into a spin and smash an elbow into the face of the next closest foe. He got the butt of his rifle up in time to deflect it a little, preventing it from being a knockout shot.

      Ruby did another half-turn and whipped her leg around in a roundhouse kick that slammed into his thighs, the strike to the nerve junction numbing his nearer limb. He went down on one knee, and she punched down with her right, discharging another shock blast. She turned to see that Idryll had unsheathed her claws, and the other woman had cut the rifle away from the man, along with the backpack he wore. She grabbed the back of his head with her left hand and brought it down to meet her rising left knee, and the man fell backward with a groan. Her partner lifted the bag. “Sure you don’t want this?”

      “No, same reasons as before. Let’s get out of here.”

      Idryll dropped the object with a shake of her head. “Missed opportunity.”

      Morrigan sauntered up and observed, “Yeah, a missed chance to get caught. You know they’re going to have a locator on that thing.”

      The trio continued to bicker over their comms as they took out more PDA personnel drawn by the fight’s noise, disabled all the emitters, and hastily portaled away as soon as they had a slim opening with working magic.
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      Julianna Sloane was impressed with her subordinates. That wasn’t an unfamiliar situation, but in this case, Smith had outdone himself. It had only taken him a matter of days to secure and furnish a luxurious apartment high in a tower overlooking the Vegas Strip and arrange the move from Reno to Vegas. She stood before the wall of windows in her bedroom and gazed down at the early morning pedestrians as sunrise broke over the horizon. This is right. This is what I need.

      A glance at the expensive watch gracing her wrist, a gift from her late husband, told her it was time to go. She arrived in the living room at the same moment as Vicki Thompson. The other woman had added a chunky silver necklace to her outfit of black turtleneck and pinstripe suit, and it suited her perfectly. It looked heavy enough to be wrapped around the knuckles as a weapon or unsnapped and used as a short-range whip.

      Julianna’s husband had taught her the ins and outs of such things, training her to keep a wary eye on her surroundings in a way that she never had before. Her sense of potential dangers had been relatively refined to begin with, but it became far better developed after Gabriel’s instruction. She shook her head, pushing away sad thoughts, and smiled at Thompson. “Are we good to go?”

      She nodded. “Yes. They’re assembled, having coffee and donuts.”

      Julianna chuckled. “Just like a corporate meeting, right? Well, it’s an unusual kind of corporation, but the concepts are similar enough, I suppose. Let’s go.” Her security had recommended she no longer have visitors in her apartment, and in any case, she wouldn’t have wanted these particular people in her private domain. They entered the boardroom after a short elevator ride, and she nodded at the assembled group. They were a fairly hard-looking bunch, and despite their quasi-professional dress, their violent backgrounds were apparent, be they military, martial arts, or simply life experience.

      The space held a mix of men and women, several races, and multiple species. While Julianna had a problem with the Oriceran immigrants in Magic City, she had no particular feelings one way or the other toward magicals in general. They were merely people, all of them with similar vices, similar desires, and varying levels of aptitude to achieve them. Hopefully, they’ll manage better than last time. Fifty percent simply won’t do.

      She smiled and took the seat at the head of the table, smoothing her trousers before she sat. Skirts and dresses were a thing of the past until she was well and truly over Gabriel’s loss, which seemed appropriate given how much he appreciated her in them. “Thank you for coming today. I have a proposition for you all.”

      A large, dark-skinned man with a bald head and a thick mustache occupied the closest chair on her left. He smoothly inserted, “Seems like a lot of top-end talent here. You wouldn’t be putting us in competition with one another, would you?” He cracked his knuckles. “Not that I’m against that. It should simply be something we know from the outset.”

      Others around the table made jokes or tossed insults his way, suggesting that the community of professional bounty hunters was reasonably close. Well, professional extralegal bounty hunters, I guess. Certainly there are no James Brownstones among this group.

      She widened her smile. “Honestly, I don’t care how the job gets done, as long as it gets done. My preference would be that you each decide upon an individual target and go after them. If you fail, that target can be available to others to pick up once they’ve accomplished their tasks. Truly, the mechanisms by which this all gets taken care of don’t matter to me in the least. What matters is success, in a rapid timeframe.”

      Another one opened their mouth as if they would ask a question, and Julianna raised her hand and said, “Allow me to finish, as I believe many of your queries will be addressed by what I have to say. All of you are aware, I’m sure, that Gabriel Sloane was my husband. Doubtless you also know how he made his name and what he attempted most recently.” Nods answered her. “That project wasn’t completed. That is a problem I intend to rectify. Simply put, I’m declaring war on the casino owners in Magic City and won’t embrace peace until I have what I want.”

      The same man who’d spoken before did so again. “What is that, exactly?”

      She gave a slight shake of her head. “Overall strategy and goals rest with me exclusively. What you need to know are the tasks I have for you. Simply put, the casino owners need to hurt. Punishment will bring them to the negotiating table faster than any other route. However, challenges exist.”

      A Drow woman in black leather laughed. Her hair was buzzed short, a look Julianna had never seen on one of the Dark Elves, and gave her a vicious first impression. “They’ll have lots of security, no doubt. That will make planning vital. And expensive.”

      She waved that thought away. “Rest assured that I have the resources to cover any reasonable expenses. Just clear them with my people, first.” She gestured toward Smith and Thompson, who stood to the side of the room. “They will be your contacts going forward for all things related to this project. Before you leave here today, they’ll collaborate with you to identify targets and assist in setting budgets.”

      Another person at the table, a heavily muscled man in a leather jacket that seemed to be straining to contain his bulk, asked, “How do we know you’re good for it?”

      She responded to that question with a thin smile. “I’m not exactly going to open my books to you all if that’s what you mean. However, you’ll each receive twenty-five thousand dollars as compensation for taking this meeting. I’ll reimburse approved expenses within a day. For those who accomplish their tasks, hospitalizations will be paid at one rate and deaths at another. The big prize, the goal you should aim for, is to take your target alive. I’ll pay the most for anyone who gives me the leverage I need to achieve my goals.”

      The Drow nodded. “As a logical extension of that thought, parents would be most effectively compromised if we take their children.”

      Julianna shrugged. “I agree, that’s the way I see it, but I entrust those details to you and my lieutenants. But, one can’t go wrong with the tried-and-true methods, right?” The table broke into laughter, and she rose. “I’ll leave you to it. Any questions, work through them. Thank you in advance. This will be a lucrative arrangement for all of us, and I look forward to having you on my side.”
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Thompson and Smith joined her in the apartment’s living room. She’d ordered lunch from the restaurant downstairs and had a tray of sandwiches, another of desserts, and beverage options galore in the kitchen’s drink cooler. She had popped the cork on a bottle of champagne and offered the others a glass for a toast. “To Gabriel Sloane. May his vision be realized.”

      They replied, “To Gabriel,” and they all drank. After her lieutenants had made their food and beverage choices, she asked, “So, how did it go?”

      Thompson said, “I think a couple aren’t big-league enough for this project. They’ll take their money and go.”

      Julianna ventured, “The large one in the jacket?”

      Smith laughed. “You have great insight into people, boss. Yeah, we agree. That one isn’t up to something at this level. Most of the others are, though.”

      “Any of them quail at the idea of kidnapping the kids?”

      Thompson nodded. “Not out loud, of course, but you could see it in their faces when we discussed it. We assigned those targets without children, plenty of principals to send them after.”

      “Good decision. Make sure you have planned intervals to reassess our strategy. Things may change depending on who is successful and who isn’t.”

      Smith replied, “That’s already in the plan. They have three days to execute on the initial round. Then we take stock of the situation.”

      Juliana frowned. “I wish they could do it today.” Energy surged inside her, a mix of anger and anticipation. “Those bastards are going to learn the hard way that they should’ve agreed in the first place.” Her subordinates nodded. “I guess I better get moving on some of my work related to the aftermath. Oh, I almost forgot. Speaking of deadlines, what’s the status of our security company in Ely?”

      Smith chuckled. “You definitely lit a fire under them. There’s a new magical-only outfit in town, and apparently, the newcomers soundly rejected their overtures to partner up or buy them out. Word is, they’ll be taking them out within the same timeframe as our other operations.”

      Juliana grinned. “Excellent. And a backup has been identified in case they fail?”

      Thompson nodded. “Two. One we can persuade with money, the other might require a little strong-arming.”

      “I’m lucky to have the both of you. Keep me apprised. Now, while we eat, tell me a bit about yourselves. Honestly, for as long as you’ve worked for me, I feel like I hardly know you. While that might’ve been how my husband preferred it, here in Vegas it’s time for a new beginning. So, who wants to go first?”
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      Grentham looked around at his subordinates with a measure of concern. While they were adequate to the tasks he usually set them in the black market trade in magical items, he hadn’t chosen them for martial prowess. Circumstances being what they are, I guess I have no choice. He maintained an outward appearance of confidence, giving them a serious expression tinted with the hint of a smile. “Okay, people. New wrinkle in our ongoing adventures. We’ve been contracted to assist a local security company in an operation tonight.”

      One of the dwarves who had been with him longest chimed in, “That wouldn’t be your security company, would it?”

      Grentham chuckled. “It would, indeed. I know this is a little outside our norm, but you’ll get a bonus payment and a share of whatever we take from them. Of course, my partner and I will have first choice.”

      Nods and mutters of assent followed. That was always the deal. The ones at the top chose their rewards. Then the others got the rest based on position. It kept them interested in climbing through the ranks. He tossed a small black canvas bag to the nearest man. “Take one and pass it along. You need to put these buttons on underneath your clothes, where the opposition won’t notice them.” A couple of his people looked dubious, and he shrugged. “If you’d like to get shot by your side, ignore or lose the button. If that doesn’t sound fun, make sure it stays close.”

      The bag moved faster after that, and they made a show of securing the items. He nodded approval. “There will be rifles for those who want them. Otherwise, choose your own weapons carefully. We’ll meet at the appointed location in ninety minutes. Any problems, call me. If anything changes, I’ll call you.”

      He retreated into his office and closed the door, then portaled to his other office in the Aces Security building. He arrived in the locker room in time to hear the end of Jared’s speech giving their usual operatives and employees the same instructions. The plan was to mix the groups, with one of their regulars in charge of several of his magicals, and he and Jared each leading half of the total force.

      He plopped the box he’d brought along onto the table in the center of the room. “Everyone load up with at least one magazine of anti-magic bullets. The likelihood that we’ll wind up shooting at humans is really low, so these should make everything better and hopefully not break the bank. Remember not to shoot my people. Your goggles should display them as friendlies, but if in doubt, take a second to check.”

      One of their longest-serving personnel, a woman with a blonde flat-top haircut that looked perfectly bristly, gave a short laugh. “They’re not going to shoot us, are they?”

      Grentham grinned. “You’re in charge, so I guess that depends on your behavior.” Laughter bounced around the space, and he shook his head. “Seriously, I’ve warned them that we’ll be facing magical opposition, most likely, so you should be fine. They’re good people. Just keep them under tighter control than you might this bunch of reprobates.” He gestured at the others in the room and got a few theatrical scowls and one obscene gesture. “Great. Call us if you need anything. We’re going to go do our prep.”

      He and Jared visited the lobby to ensure their surveillance folks were on the case, even though they’d be playing a backup role in that night’s operation. The main terminal was manned by their best, and several others worked at laptops around the room to help coordinate communication. He said, “Looks good to me.”

      His partner nodded. “Me too. We can check this box on the to-do list.” They moved deeper into the building, home to their secure armory. Grentham was going with body armor for the operation, not his normal choice, since he respected the other company and wasn’t sure what tricks and traps they might have waiting for invaders. Jared made the same selection. Vests, helmets with transparent faceplates, fatigues underneath, and steel-toed boots wrapped them in protection.

      Grentham selected a shotgun filled with slugs instead of buckshot, planning to use it as a lock breaker if needed. Otherwise, he’d rely on his magic. Jared took a shotgun as well, but also a rifle and a pair of pistols. Truth be told, if he hadn’t had his magic to depend upon, Grentham would’ve opted for a howitzer if he could figure out a way to carry it. He observed, “This won’t be easy.”

      His partner shook his head. “No. I’m not sure what we’ll find, but these folks are serious players, so we have to assume they’ll be ready for this. Still, our people are good, and we have a lot of them. Speaking of which, are we all set with Scimitar?”

      Grentham nodded and bent to unzip a satchel he’d brought along. “We are. They couriered these to me about an hour ago.” He handed over a black box, about as large as his hand and three times as thick. It had standard straps to attach to their equipment belts.

      Jared asked, “Network extender?”

      “That’s what I’m told. I have no reason to doubt.”

      His partner looked dubiously down at the device. “You know, this would be a great way to carry out an assassination. Get the targets to put the bombs on themselves, then boom.”

      Grentham laughed. “Don’t go paranoid on me, buddy. Besides, I took them through our explosives detector already.”

      “Good to know that we’re both still on the ball.” Jared visibly adjusted his attitude with a squaring of his shoulders and a deep breath. “Okay, are we forgetting anything?”

      Grentham patted his thigh pouches to ensure his potion flasks were inside. As long as he had those, there wasn’t much else to worry about. “The vans?”

      Jared replied, “They’ll be where we planned. Autonomous. You’re positive your infomancer can hack them?”

      “They said so. Our people downstairs have the explosives?”

      He nodded. “All set. Enough to make sure no one gets any evidence out of them when we finish.”

      “You have your healing pack?” They had access to some of the latest military tech, and an AI-controlled trauma kit was the best of the bunch.

      His partner patted his thigh pouch. “Right here. Let’s hope like hell we don’t have to use it.” That was an extra sincere statement since the only one who would use it would be Jared himself. We all need a failsafe.

      Grentham clapped his hands together. “Okay, I think we’re set. The only thing we haven’t talked about is ground rules. I assume there are none?”

      Jared laughed. “After the reception they gave us, I can’t imagine taking out the leadership will shift the others to our cause. Everyone we see goes down.”

      “Agreed. And we get as much of their gear out of there as we can.”

      “You’ve secured a neutral location to check it over?” They were both highly cognizant of the possibility that the security company would have trackers on their most valuable equipment, similar to the ones they used.

      “Yeah, a warehouse way to the south. The infomancer set it up. Not traceable back to us. I can make a portal to transfer stuff over.”

      Jared frowned. “Can anyone else, if you’re, say, indisposed?”

      Grentham laughed. “Nope, only me. So you better make sure I stay alive.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll handle my end of the operation. More than that, I cannot do.”

      “That’ll be sufficient.” He opened his thigh pouch to double-check that the potions were there, even though he knew they were because he’d just felt them. Getting paranoid in your old age. Then again, there’s no other way to reach old age, not in this world. “All right. Let’s hit the vans and get the proverbial show on the literal road.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham bailed out of the van a half-mile away from the guard post that controlled access to the complex. They could have entered on foot, but the likelihood of surveillance was too high, and he wasn’t confident his people could remain magically concealed against whatever detection their targets might have in place.

      Instead, they’d ride in fast and hard in the vans, then execute a rapid deployment that would hopefully take the building’s defenders by surprise. Their drones flew high overhead, and a summary of what they saw flowed into his earpiece in a constant stream. Overall, it was a lot of noise and precious little information. He shook his head and focused on covering the ground to the guard post.

      When it was a short distance away, he said, “Everyone, go.” While he’d been closing, the vans would’ve been loading up his people at the rally point and moving into position for the run to their target. As soon as he received acknowledgment that they were rolling, he covered himself in a veil and rushed toward the single guard gazing alertly over the road leading to his domain.

      He considered using the axes on his belt, his tried-and-true weapons of choice, but saw no particular reason for the hireling to die. The man wasn’t part of the group they were taking on, only a guy doing a job for probably too little money. He stepped inside, let his veil fall, and blasted the man with lightning. The guard fell to the floor, and Grentham pulled the zip ties from the man’s belt and bound him. He hit the button to open the gate as the vans came into view. The rearmost paused long enough for him to jump on board, then sped quickly ahead.

      Jared announced, “Fifteen seconds to target. Van one to the right, vans two and three center, van four left.”

      The infomancer’s computer-modulated voice said, “I’ve acquired their network signal. Beginning intrusion.”

      Ideally, their cyber warrior would get the doors open for them. If not, Grentham had the shotgun. If that proved insufficient, and his magic couldn’t do it either, well, there was more than one reason they’d brought along so many explosives. Never hurts to have a little extra boom in reserve.

      The vans screeched to almost simultaneous halts, and they piled out. Jared was already marching toward the door with a shotgun out when Grentham got himself moving. Scimitar said, “Come on in,” and the lobby entrance opened.

      He replied, “Nice work. Internal defenses?”

      “Still active. There’s at least one live infomancer resisting me, plus an AI. Might be more of each, can’t tell yet. Assume everything except the external alarm is alive. I have that locked down.” She’d explained ahead of time that she planned to send in a signal-jamming drone and was confident she could block the hardline if one existed.

      A chime that indicated a private channel between him and Jared opening sounded, and his partner said, “We’re depending on Scimitar more than I’d like.”

      Grentham shrugged. “Get it done fast and we won’t have to worry about it. You head in. I’ll secure the lobby and follow as soon as I can.”
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        * * *

      

      Jared’s teams included three subordinates, each in charge of five of Grentham's magicals. He was glad to have them along but didn’t have any real trust in them. If blood spilled on their side, he’d do his best to make sure it wasn’t their regular people. He detailed one group to move ahead, with his most reliable lieutenant, Claire Kendris, and Karna, the dwarf his partner had identified as the most proficient at sensing magic.

      They made it only ten feet down the corridor toward the conference room, near the first intersection, when both of them barked, “Hold.” His subordinate continued, “Got a laser eye.”

      Jared tapped the button on the side of his goggles that would display electrical emanations, looking all around to see what the detection device connected to. Nothing showed. “Whatever it feeds must be powered down. Can you disengage it?”

      “We have the technology, boss. Thirty seconds.”

      “Okay, what do we have on the magical side?”

      The dwarf replied, “Can’t tell for sure. Doesn’t feel like a cloak. Maybe a backup sensor, in case we spot the laser. Seems to be at floor level.” He had descended to one knee and held a hand parallel to the ground, about a foot up.

      Jared frowned. “Can you get us past it?”

      “Send Chan up.” Another of Grentham's people advanced, and the pair chatted briefly. Then, Chan waved his arms, and Karna said, “There will be a step up here.” If he tilted his head just right, Jared could see the shimmer that indicated a layer of force now resting over the carpet.

      Kendris reported, “We’re good.”

      Jared nodded. “Okay, Team Two, you branch off to the left. Keep an eye out for traps. My team and Team Three will continue forward.” His second most trusted lieutenant was in charge of Team Two. Arguably, that should’ve been reversed, with his most reliable operative heading up the other team. However, his prime goal was to survive the encounter and he’d shift anything he needed to increase the probability of that happening. When Team Three was halfway across the force barrier, it suddenly vanished, and they dropped to the floor, requiring them to take a moment to catch their balance. He barked, “What happened?”

      The infomancer replied, “Anti-magic emitters came to life all around the place. I’d say their defensive posture has switched from passive to active.”

      Jared frowned. “Well, hell.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham said, “Unexpected, but we can deal with it. Most of my people took rifles, so we still have solid offensive capability. Scimitar, are you able to identify the emitters?”

      “Working on it.”

      Jared asked, “What are you thinking?”

      “By activating the emitters, they’ve eliminated the ability to portal in reinforcements. If we can selectively activate or deactivate them, that whole defense will work to our advantage.”

      The computer modulated voice said, “Yes, on identifying them. I can probably turn them off at will although how long I’ll be able to keep them that way is anyone’s guess. Plus, there’s always the possibility that they can do the same, so you should be wary of sudden magical attacks.”

      Jared replied, “Got it. Moving forward.”

      Grentham thought for a second, then decided to switch up his strategy a little. “Let’s do this. Turn off whatever emitters cover the lobby in three minutes. We’ll give them a landing point and see if they’ll take the bait.” He moved two of his teams that were originally supposed to follow Jared to help explore the building and positioned them around the lobby with their backs against the walls and weapons pointing more or less toward the center, careful to avoid crossfire.

      He patted the senior-most Aces Security personnel on the shoulder. “I’m taking one team inside. You hold here. If anyone shows up, whoever they are, you burn them down.” The man nodded, and Grentham clarified. “Well, anyone other than the police, or the sheriff, or the PDA, that is. If those folks show, yell a warning and portal away.” They had very few limits on the night’s operation, but getting themselves branded outlaws was not on the list of acceptable outcomes.

      He reviewed the positioning of his people and decided it was the best he was going to get. He toggled his microphone on. “Okay, I’m on the move. Keep pushing forward, and we’ll meet you in the back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Jared and his team navigated several more technological traps, and by the time they’d reached the third, the infomancer had achieved a deep enough access to display what they were attached to. When he saw, Jared exclaimed, “Holy hell, they’re not messing around.” If they inadvertently triggered one of the traps, a ceiling turret would have descended to hose down the trapped area with bullets. In the absence of magic caused by the emitters, the assault would be equally lethal to anyone in range.

      Thus far they’d encountered laser eyes, motion detectors, and a heat sensor, solutions for which they’d prepared in advance. They were only thirty seconds off the planned timetable, which was a total win, in his opinion. The building was full of offices, as expected, but most of them turned out to be unoccupied at the moment and appeared as if they went unused during the day, as well. Jared said, “This is ridiculous. There have to be defenders here, right? Or is this some sort of elaborate trap?” With each step deeper into the facility, his nervousness about the situation grew.

      Grentham replied, “I guess, given the ability to portal, they could use this building as a front but operate out of their main base. That’s not that bad an idea.”

      Scimitar’s voice came over the line. “An anti-magic emitter just switched off in the section beyond the one you’re in, Team One. Be wary.”

      Jared said, “Acknowledged. Weapons ready, people. Magicals right behind our trap detectors, shields up as soon as you have the ability.” He always pictured magical shields acting like the ones in Star Trek. That’s just what the Enterprise needed, a wizard or two.

      Their path led them into the building’s huge garage, which occupied probably half of the facility’s square footage on the first couple of floors. It had appeared as simply a big open space on the blueprints, but the external doors the recon drone had spotted gave away its purpose. What was entirely unexpected was the complete lack of vehicles and the presence of the welcoming committee, led by the elf they’d met earlier, all of them holding riot shields. She waved. “Fancy meeting you again, Mr. Trenton.”

      He nodded. “We did explain there would be consequences for not joining us.”

      She laughed. “Consequences for you, I’d say.”

      Grentham advised, “We’re coming your way as fast as we can. Stall her.”

      Jared clasped his hands behind his back. “There’s still time to change your mind. We could turn this into a party, knock down a few drinks together, discuss cornering the market on security here in Magic City.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, it’ll definitely be a party. But not one that you’ll enjoy.” Without instruction, the gathered magicals around her surged forward.

      Jared yelled, “Go, go, go,” and backpedaled, raising his rifle and looking for clean shots. Magical attacks deflected from the shields his people tossed up. The elf darted at him, and the riot shield she carried intercepted the bullets he sent at her. He growled, “Damn. I hate competent enemies.”

      She called, “Surely you didn’t think we’d be unprepared for you to have anti-magic bullets? I mean, you must be at least marginally qualified to have lasted this long.”

      He muttered, “I’ll show you qualified.” Louder, he said, “Scenario Charlie is a go.”

      Ahead of him, the magicals fell back and created a wall to guard their retreat. They backed into the hallway they’d used to get there, moving carefully but quickly. The infomancer warned, “Masks on,” and the ones who weren’t already wearing breathing protection took a moment to set it in place.

      The building’s fire suppression system went off, clouds of gas billowing everywhere. Jared ordered, “Pop smoke,” and he and his people tossed canisters in each intersection they passed through, maximizing the disruption of lines of sight. On their goggles, a blueprint map of the place showed their location. His team moved to their assigned positions, each human supported by at least one magical, ready for their opponents to advance.

      When the first enemy appeared, a hulking Kilomea gripping two riot shields in position to cover him high and low, Jared palmed a fragmentation grenade. He announced, “Free to engage,” hurled the canister forward, and ducked around the corner. It detonated and pulled a shout of pain from the Kilomea, who hadn’t tracked the bank shot off the wall that put the weapon behind him through the smoke. Jared grinned. “Let’s get him.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham had led his team up the first flight of stairs to the second floor. Scimitar was deep enough in the system now that she could warn him of technological traps, and with the anti-magic emitters running there was no risk of the other kind, so they made good speed. His subordinate in the lobby reported, “Contact,” with the sound of rifles chattering behind him. A moment later, the man said, “Clear. I’m guessing they won’t try that again.”

      Grentham shook his head. “Don’t be too sure. Could’ve been recon. Find new positions and be ready.”

      His group encountered a pair of defenders, two elves who came around the corner at them in a dead run through the smoke his team had been tossing as they advanced. The enemies’ shields intercepted the bullets fired in reflex, then they slammed into the dwarf at the head of the party, knocking him sprawling. A gurgle followed a scream, and he saw the flash of metal in one of their hands.

      “Melee,” he ordered, and the troops he’d detailed to engage in hand-to-hand combat pulled out weapons and surged ahead at their foes. A brief flurry ended with both elves down, along with another one of his people. “Potions, now.” Two of his team peeled off to assist the fallen, two more went to make sure the elves were out of the fight, and he ran ahead with those remaining.

      They were attacked twice more as he moved toward the rear of the building, then a final trio of enemies appeared in a hallway with big glass panes providing a full view of the garage below. Only one figure remained there, the elf, apparently coordinating her troops’ efforts from the rear. He grinned. “No one appreciates someone who leads from the back. I think I need to go explain that to her.”

      Jared replied, “The elf lady?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Kick her ass.”

      “Happy to.” In truth, happy was exactly what he felt as he smashed his rifle against the window, shattering it, and jumped through.
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        * * *

      

      Jared’s first inclination was to assist his partner, but Scimitar’s voice distracted him. “Armory is unlocked. Third floor, back corner.”

      He directed his team toward the stairs. “I’m going to need a portal to move that stuff. I don’t care where, we can move it again afterward. Everyone not engaged in combat, head for the armory.” A path appeared on his goggles, courtesy of the infomancer, and he trusted the same was true for all his people. When he arrived at the room containing the security company’s equipment, it was like Christmas, and his face split into a grin. “They’re definitely not using this place as a front. There’s a ton of stuff here. You don’t know what you’re missing, partner.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham, who had used magic to break his fall and spent the next several minutes trading blasts of fire, lightning, and shadow with his opponent, growled, “Little busy here. Let me know when you’re all clear.”

      The elf looked annoyed, and her formerly pristine leather was now scarred and singed. He’d managed to slice off one of her braids, which had made her growl and him laugh. Although, I suppose I’d be just as upset if someone chopped off a hunk of my beard. He called, “Sure you don’t want to call this done and partner up?”

      She replied with a force blast that caught him in the shoulder and spun him around. He finished the turn by snatching an ax from his belt and pitching it sidearm at her. She’d abandoned her shield early in the fight since it was useless against magic, and waved a hand to deflect the weapon before it got to her. He charged, then dropped and slid as she produced throwing knives from nowhere and hurled them at his face. “Nice move,” he said as he popped to his feet. “But not nice enough.”

      He called his ax back to his left hand and shot lightning at her with his right, landing a glancing blow as she dove to the side to avoid it. The interplay of electricity and muscles impacted her roll, leaving her sprawled on the ground. He threw the ax again, and it sliced a gash in her thigh as she twisted away. She clamped a hand over the wound and limped to her feet, and he rewarded her perseverance with a blast of fire that coated her completely.

      When his magic dissipated, she was undamaged inside a force cocoon. He blasted her again, and again she protected herself. He observed, “I can do this all day, but if you take your hand off that wound to heal it properly, you’ll probably bleed out before you manage it. So, it seems to me like eventually you’re going to succumb.”

      She shook her head. “I’ll outlast you, dwarf.”

      He summoned his ax, sticking it in his belt. “So you say. That assumes I don’t have any other plans, which, of course, I do.” A moment before, Jared had reported that they were done clearing up the armory and were evacuating the building. “Scimitar, let’s wrap this up.”

      She replied immediately, “Vans are in position. Fifteen seconds.”

      Grentham grinned and dashed away from the elf, casting a portal ahead of him. He shouted, “See you later, assuming you survive.” He dove through the rift an instant before the quartet of vans, each loaded with a truly excessive amount of explosive, slammed into the four sides of the building and detonated.
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      Ruby selected a portal spot far enough away from Margrave’s front door that Daphne could get the full impact of all the techno-magical items in his yard. He’d added a new one, a Halloween-style vampire that waved its arms and said, “Blah, blah, blah,” as they walked by. The grin on its face, though, was unquestionably Margrave’s, and she wondered if he was doing it in real-time or if he’d simply programmed the expression. I need to figure out how he does this stuff. I guess having decades' worth of experience gives you some unique abilities.

      He opened the door for them when they reached the end of the sidewalk, and she introduced her companion. “Daphne, this is Phineas Margrave the Fourth, technomancer extraordinaire. Margrave, this is Daphne, one of my roommates and a brilliant witch. She’s working on some potion improvements, and I thought maybe the two of you could confer while we work.”

      One side of the man’s mouth lifted in a smile. “Technomancer? Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Not as far as I know, but I like the term, and it seems accurate, so why not?”

      He nodded. “I humbly accept this title.” Then he broke into his normal grin. “Okay, come inside.”

      He had wrangled drinks and snacks, and they sat and made small talk for ten minutes while they put it away. Ruby ventured, “I noticed a couple of new defensive measures in the yard. Cameras? Detectors?”

      He finished chewing his oatmeal cookie and swallowed. “Yes, those. Nothing active outside, of course, just detection.” The way he said it suggested that he’d beefed up his home’s interior defenses, a decision she thoroughly supported. One I need to do at our house, too.

      Daphne asked, “What are you working on?”

      He adopted an imperious tone and replied, “You might as well ask a magician for the secrets of his tricks.” Then he laughed and continued, “Some stuff for the government and the military, actually, so you’ll have to keep it to yourself.”

      Daphne nodded. “No problem. I wouldn’t want anyone leaking my work, either. I totally understand.”

      He cleared the dishes away and carried over a couple of boxes, removing his tools and components from it. Daphne did the same with the contents of her backpack, which included her burner, a small cauldron, and several potion bottles. Ruby hadn’t brought anything to work on, planning instead to assist Margrave. She explained, “I do what I can to help him with this stuff, figuring I’ll learn a bunch by doing so. So far, that’s worked out really well.”

      Margrave snapped his fingers and stood, then grabbed another container. “You can start by taking a look at this. It’s a, uh, special forces weapon, for eliminating enemies non-lethally.”

      Ruby’s ears perked up at that. Well, I guess my team and I are special, and we’re a force, so technically accurate. She opened the hard-shelled black briefcase and took out the items nestled inside. A flexible strap held five tubes, one different from the others. She asked, “The closed one goes on the bottom?”

      Margrave nodded, busy unpacking his other box. She strapped on the weapon. It fit perfectly around her upper forearm, which meant it would have to go on a little lower when she was in costume. Nestled in four separate cutouts were long, thin darts. Each was cut with grooves and had a point on the end that looked decidedly sharp and somewhat fragile. Even though she knew the answer, she asked, “What are they?”

      He replied, “Knockout darts. They’re aerodynamic by design, and the grooves help them spin as they leave the barrels to give them better accuracy. The payload is a drug that will cause instant paralysis, then render the target unconscious for a while, depending on their size and species and so forth.”

      Daphne frowned. “You’re making a weapon to use against magicals?”

      He shook his head. “I’m making a nonlethal tool for use against anyone. Better that than having to shoot your target and risk killing them, right?”

      The witch considered the question for a second, then nodded. “Makes sense.” She went back to setting up her cauldron and slipping her flasks into a small collapsible frame she’d assembled that supported them at an angle.

      Ruby slipped one of the darts into place, happy to confirm that the spiky point didn’t stick out. “Compressed air?”

      Margrave replied, “Yep. Same stuff they use in paintball guns, but at significantly higher pressure and miniaturized. It’s going to take some high-end precision equipment to replicate it on any serious scale, but that’s not my problem.”

      Ruby laughed. “Create it, ship it, forget it. That’s your motto, right?”

      He nodded. “I’ve added a line, which is, ‘on to the next.’ Unless you have questions or concerns about that device, you can pack it up, and we’ll do just that thing.”

      She shook her head and put the items away. “Looks great to me.”

      Daphne changed the subject. “So, I’m working on something that’s only magic although there’s a little chemical angle to it as well.”

      He nodded. “Tell me.” She went on to explain what she was trying to do, increasing the “pop” of energy potions at an economy that would make it profitable, and they exchanged ideas for a couple of minutes. Ruby hadn’t known Margrave was as versed in chemicals as he seemed to be, but it made sense. Like everything else when working in physical science, it was virtually impossible to avoid any of the various subfields completely. He offered her a few pointers and provided some supplies for her to run tests. She hummed happily, probably unaware she was doing so, as she worked with her components.

      Ruby shook her head and slid the case with the dart bracelet back to him. “Whoever gets that is going to be pleased with it, I think.”

      “I hope so.” He handed over something in a closed fist, and she accepted it and peered at it under the table. It was a new version of the stun knuckles, with a little more protrusion at the points. “Nice. Fancy.”

      “More than that, it can be charged with lightning or plugged in.”

      “So, you can refuel it in the field?”

      He nodded. “Exactly.”

      Ruby handed it back over to him. “That’s handy. Very handy.”

      He grinned. “Okay, here’s the real prize.” He opened the big case he’d brought out at the beginning, revealing several items nestled in foam cutouts. One of them looked like a syringe gun straight out of a James Bond film.

      She asked, “Are you making movie props now? Is Dr. Evil coming by for that later?”

      “Har, har, har.” He lifted the object and slid a small capsule into the barrel. “Give me your arm.”

      What the what? Still, she trusted him as much as anyone on Earth, so she extended her right arm. He set the injector against it and pulled the trigger, and a sharp pain was the result. It quickly faded, and she saw a small bulge under her skin. “What is it?”

      “That one’s a gel capsule. It’ll dissolve in a day or so. I wanted to demonstrate the injector. The rest of these, though, are locator beacons.”

      Her eyes widened. They’d talked about such a device after the kidnapping at the casino, but she hadn’t realized he’d started developing it. “Did you get it working? The casino owners in Magic City will probably pay a lot to have their kids trackable, given the current situation.”

      He nodded. “I’m a little uncomfortable with the whole thing since surveillance isn’t really something I embrace. If it’s opt-in, and the device is magically and technologically encrypted to a single receiver we can keep the Paranormal Defense Agency away from, it seems like a valid possibility. Ideally, you’d inject it somewhere no one would notice.”

      Daphne snarked, “Ruby has a boyfriend now, in case you weren’t aware. I don’t think there’s anywhere it might not be noticed.”

      Margrave laughed, and Ruby ordered, “Shut it, or we’ll test it out on your forehead.”

      He replied, “No, no, it has to go somewhere fleshy. Hitting bone with the injector would be bad for everyone involved.”

      Ruby argued, “All the more reason to try it there if you ask me.”

      Daphne stuck out her tongue, and Ruby shifted her attention back to Margrave as he spoke again. “I already have one injected in my thigh. So far, after a couple of days, no ill effects. Of course, I thoroughly tested it. Maybe you could take it, show it to your father?”

      She nodded. Take it and use it on my team and my parents, you mean. “Will do. I’m sure he’ll be enthused.”

      With a flourish, he produced one more object, a silver canister about the size of his hand. “This may be the coolest thing I’ve ever made. It’s an EMP, very short range, probably just enough power to take out a single car, and it’s both charged and activated by magical lightning.”

      Ruby shook her head, suppressing the desire to snatch it from his hands and run away with it. “You’ve outdone yourself. Although, I imagine the military will want a more standard version.”

      “This one is more or less proof of concept. I’m not ready to hand this off to them just yet.” He turned to Daphne. “What I could really use are healing and energy potions designed to absorb through the skin. Then, someone could wear them underneath their clothes and strike them to release the dose or something. The delivery mechanism wouldn’t be hard once we had the right formula.”

      Her roommate virtually glowed at the suggestion. “I would love to work on that with you.”

      He nodded. “You’re welcome anytime, with or without the sourpuss over there.”

      His reference acknowledged the frown that had snuck onto Ruby’s face. She’d checked her watch and realized she had only a half-hour before she had to be at Spirits for the work gig that allowed Daphne to continue her research free of other commitments. She rose and said, “I have family stuff at the casino. I’ll drop by and pick things up later. Is that okay?”

      Margrave nodded. “Perfect.” Daphne didn’t reply, already lost in her research again. It’s worth every minute to see her finally focused on what she loves, even though I don’t have an abundance of minutes to spare.
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      After her shift at Spirits, Ruby had decided to raid her parents’ fridge for a late-night snack and crash at their place. She was comfortably sleeping the next morning when a knock on her door woke her up. She snarled, “What?” Then she realized where she was and said, “I mean, come in?”

      Matthias stepped into the room and reported, “There’s a messenger for you at the front entrance. They’ll only speak directly to you, I’m sorry.”

      Ruby cocked her head to the side. “Any indication of what it’s about?” He shook his head. She lowered her voice and asked, “Is it a police officer or government agent?”

      He laughed. “Of course not. It’s one of the runners the shopkeepers use to send messages back and forth.”

      “Kind of early, isn’t it?”

      His grin widened. “It’s eleven in the morning.”

      She scowled. “Okay, I can feel your judgment over here. Go on, get out, tell him I’ll be there in a minute.” Idryll let out a meow as she stretched in her feline form as if to reinforce the order.

      He replied, “Certainly,” and stepped out.

      Ruby threw off the covers, changed into shorts and a T-shirt that she hadn’t slept in, and ran a brush through her hair. “I wonder what this is about?”

      The cat on the bed observed, “Doesn’t seem like an emergency, anyway. Although you probably inspired some questions by asking about police and agents.”

      She frowned at her reflection. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Brain’s taking a little longer than usual to get online today.”

      “It’s always difficult when you restart something you haven’t used in so long.”

      “Oh, you’re hilarious.” She twisted and tossed the brush at the bed in a gentle arc, forcing Idryll to scramble out of the way. Guess I’m lucky she didn’t switch forms and throw it back at my face. “Let’s go see what the messenger has to say.”

      The mystery turned out to be a summons to visit Shentia, so after bidding the young courier goodbye, they headed for her shop. “Maybe she has something exciting to show us. I love new toys.”

      Idryll, now in her normal form and disguised by illusion, replied, “You should get some claws. Much better than punching, and I could teach you how to use them.” Her tone wasn’t even remotely playful.

      Ruby nodded. “I’m open to that idea if we can find some that extend and retract like Wolverine’s. Well, not actually into the skin, but gloves or something. I couldn’t wear them full-time, though. The trouble twins would be insulted.” Her artifact sword had become increasingly vocal about the fact that she didn’t use the weapon as often as they’d prefer.

      Idryll snorted. “Probably best to keep them happy since they're helpful with that thing in your arm.”

      She touched it involuntarily, then forced her hand aside. Fortunately, it looked enough like a real tattoo that she wasn’t uncomfortable walking around with it out in the open. Nylotte had assured her that as long as she kept up her basic barriers, which so far she’d been able to do whenever she was awake, it would keep others from sensing the artifact unless they were particularly adept. Her tone when she’d said so had made Ruby think that not many people achieved that level of competency on the Dark Elf’s scale.

      They entered Shentia's shop and found her waiting, comfortably seated in a chair. The Drow nodded at their entrance and waved toward another nearby seat. Idryll beat her to it, and Ruby sat on the arm of the chair, squashing Idryll's arm against it before the tiger-woman pulled it out from under her with a growl. In here, she could let the illusion drop and allow Idryll to appear in her natural state. Ruby asked, “What can I do for you?”

      Shentia smiled. “Funny you should phrase it like that because indeed, I have a task to request of you.”

      Ruby stilled her expression while her mind yelled, I don’t have time for this. She’d promised to help whenever the Drow asked her to, and it was bound to come due, eventually. Worse, it would be impolite and potentially offensive to try to find out how much of her debt accepting the task would work off. Instead, she nodded. “Of course. Tell me what you need.”

      The Dark Elf steepled her fingers before her. She looked more severe than usual. “I was to have received possession of some property. However, someone stole it in transit. It’s important to me, and I would like you to retrieve it.”

      Doesn’t sound so hard, must be a catch somewhere. “What’s it look like?”

      “It’s inside a carved wooden box, about the size of a large dictionary of your language.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Sorry, that doesn’t tell me anything. You’re aware of computers, right?”

      Shentia sighed. “It’s about as long as your dagger, bigger than that in the opposite rectangular direction, and about as high as four of them stacked on top of each other.”

      “Okay, sounds good. Are you tracking it?”

      The other woman shook her head. “It was never in my possession to do so. However, I can get you to within a few blocks based upon the information the sender has provided.”

      Not very effective customer service on the sender’s part. Figures. “Good enough. We’ll change clothes and get started on it right away.”
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        * * *

      

      As they crouched on the rooftop across from the third warehouse they’d be checking for evidence of the stolen property, Idryll said, “Explain to me again why we’re doing this in the middle of the afternoon.”

      Ruby’s costume was hot. She was uncomfortable and irritated and sensed her companion both knew it and deliberately took advantage of it. She managed to keep the growl from her voice when she replied, “We don’t want them to move it on us. Sounds like the seller isn’t particularly good at keeping track of their stuff, and disappointing Shentia isn’t an option. So, going after it right away makes us look better.”

      “It also makes this whole thing far more dangerous.”

      Ruby chuckled. “First, you don’t think anything is particularly dangerous, so you’re just being a jerk. Second, we’ll go in quietly, take what we need to take, and get out of there. No muss, no fuss.” The dart launcher was strapped onto her forearm, resting comfortably above the shield bracelet on that arm. They’d come fully ready to fight, but she truly hoped it wouldn’t be required. No muss, no fuss, please give me a break for once.

      Making sure her veil was solid, she blasted herself across the two-lane industrial street that ran between the buildings, then opened a portal for Idryll to join her. Probably the tiger-woman could’ve made the jump, but Ruby didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks. They scuttled over to look down through the skylights, and Ruby muttered, “Bingo.” Below lay a large room full of tables. On those surfaces were an assortment of items, some magical, some mundane, all probably stolen. Numerous magicals moved through the space, interacting with the objects. She spotted Kilomea, a couple of dwarves, and several Dark Elves in the slice of warehouse visible through the glass. “Wonder if someone down there is one of Shentia's competitors?”

      Idryll shrugged. “Could be. So, do we go in fighting?”

      Ruby scowled. “What part of stealth don’t you understand? Besides, if it’s special enough for Shentia to want it and someone else to steal it, the best place to check is probably the office.”

      “How do you know there’s an office?”

      She rolled her eyes and wondered what that looked like on the dragon mask’s face. “These places always have an office, so whoever’s in charge can get away from the workers. It’ll be on one end, and if there’s a second floor, on the second floor.” Her prediction proved correct in both positioning and height. They opened the closest skylight and slipped through, Ruby carefully maintaining the illusion of normalcy and keeping them invisible while they descended to the steel frame a couple of feet below.

      They crawled along the girders to the raised area containing the office and dropped to the staircase that led to the door. Ruby said, “We go in. I shoot whoever’s in there with a dart. They go down. We take their stuff. We get out of here.”

      “I’m sure it’ll work out just like that. Good to be an optimist.” The sarcasm was thick. “Ready when you are.”

      She turned the handle and pushed the door open with her left hand, raising her right as she stepped through. A Dark Elf man in a dark suit sat behind a desk, sorting through a stack of papers. On the surface to his right was the box Shentia had described. Dang, dictionaries are big. She tapped the contact in her palm with the one on her ring finger to launch the dart, and it sped toward the magical. He waved a hand, and the projectile diverted to slam into the wall behind him. He took no additional actions other than to say, “I thought taking this powerful an object might spark your interest. I wanted to meet the last member of your gang.”

      Idryll growled, “You again. Not wandering down alleys to set ambushes for humans today?”

      Ruby understood who it was, then. She said, “We’re not a gang.”

      He nodded, leaned forward slightly, and rested his forearms on the desk. “Actually, you are. Several members, common cause, of interest to the authorities. Maybe you should get a dictionary.”

      Ruby closed her eyes and counted to three before responding. “You know, aged, arrogant Drow are starting to get on my nerves today. Maybe you should take that as a warning. I’m here. What do you want?”

      He shrugged. “The humans in this town have overstepped and will continue to do so unless we rein them in. We need to make sure that anyone who takes action against a magical gets put in their proper place, hard. We won’t go on offense, as such, but our defense must be brutally effective so that only a few lessons are needed to teach them all.”

      Idryll replied, “Their ‘place’ being in a coffin, right?”

      He chuckled. “We could incinerate them so there are no remains to deal with, if you prefer.”

      Ruby shook her head. “We work within the law.”

      He scoffed, “Hardly. If you did so, you wouldn’t have the police, the sheriff, and the lovely Paranormal Defense Agency tracking you.”

      She let out a long sigh. “This conversation is going nowhere. Do we need to take the box from you by force?”

      He shook his head, then turned and opened the carved container so they could see the ornate dagger inside. “No, take it and go. I got what I wanted from it.” She nodded, grabbed it, and backpedaled warily, with Idryll leading her. She paused before the exit to reactivate her veil, and at that moment, the Drow leaned forward and hit them both with a force blast, sending them tumbling backward to fall over the railing. His magically amplified voice shouted, “Get them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby twisted and controlled her descent with a burst of force magic that settled her onto her feet in perfect balance. Idryll had landed cleanly a foot away and was already charging the nearest foes. She pulled her eyes from the tiger-woman and focused instead on the pair of elves approaching from the right. Holding this box is going to hamper my fighting ability. She summoned her force shield, layering it above her skin, and drew the sword from over her shoulder.

      The blade rang as it cleared its scabbard and the two oncoming enemies skidded to a halt, perhaps deciding that hand-to-hand wasn’t as great an idea as they’d first thought. The first blasted her with lightning, and the second sent a wash of flame over her. She ran to her left, counting on her shield to handle the incoming attacks. They gnawed at her protection, sending pain as a reminder that even magical defenses weren’t invulnerable. She sheathed the sword to the displeasure of the pair inside it, who muttered curses at her until she released the hilt.

      Ruby cross-drew her dagger and turned back toward her foes, who had pounded in pursuit. She pointed the weapon and summoned a corona of lightning around the elves, then growled in frustration as their shields popped into place to protect them. Dammit, I hate competent enemies.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll's instincts sent her running toward battle instead of away from it. It was simply a part of who she was, a key element of her psychological makeup, perhaps. All she knew, dashing forward with reckless abandon at the pair of Kilomea in front of her, was that her senses thrilled with the idea of the fight to come. She considered taking it up a level by using her claws, but Ruby hadn’t given the go-ahead, and she could always turn to them at need if things went badly.

      The first stepped forward with his fists raised like a boxer, clearly experienced and ready to mix it up. Instead of answering him in kind, she feinted a punch and kicked at his knee, going for the quick elimination. He dropped that knee to the floor, took her blow on his thigh, and grabbed her leg. She leapt off the other foot, aiming it in a kick at his head as she twisted in midair along her long axis in an effort to wrench the trapped foot from his grasp.

      He released her and moved into a rising backpedal to avoid the blow, and she landed on her back to see the second Kilomea chopping down with a two-handed hatchet. It was more like something you’d use against a tree than a battle ax to use against a person, but the difference seemed largely irrelevant as the well-honed blade descended. She wrenched herself to the side and whipped an arm out to deflect it, managing to redirect it enough that it slammed into the concrete floor beside her head. The impact sent chips of stone flying, one of them carving a line across her cheek and narrowly missing her eye.

      Her response was automatic, instinct taking the lead again. She extended the claws on her other hand and raked them down his arm, starting as far up as she could reach and ending at his wrist. They plowed a quartet of bloody furrows through his leather top and into his flesh. He jolted away with a shout of pain and surprise.

      Time didn’t permit her to revel in her success, however. The first Kilomea stomped down and smashed her knee against the floor, her last-instant twist the only thing that kept the joint from shattering. As it was, something was at least damaged, based on the fiery anguish that washed up through her. She threw herself into a backward somersault, rising smoothly on her good leg, resting the other on the ground enough to see if it would support her weight. It did, with a blaze of agony, but she wouldn’t trust it. Instead, she extended the claws on her other hand, grinned around the blood trickling into her mouth from her torn cheek, and snarled, “Okay, playtime’s over. Bring it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ruby’s options were decidedly limited. She turned and ran again, this time toward Idryll, who appeared to be injured. A dwarf interposed himself along her path, sending lightning crackling out at her, and she slapped her bracelets together to summon another shield without stopping. She wanted to portal away and cursed herself for not having made the time to set up a safe receiving area. First thing I’m going to do when I have any sort of gap in my schedule. Top priority.

      As it stood, she doubted her ability to get through an escape rift without the others following her through it or at the very least identifying where she went. Worse, all the places she would choose to go to were not places she wanted enemies to know about. Sure, I could go out to the middle of the desert, to the collapsed motel or something. For all I know, that would be walking into a trap. No telling if they’ve been watching me, or for how long, or if they’re part of the attack from before. Too damn many unknowns.

      She guessed it was an internal streak of conservatism that caused her to feel uncomfortable simply leaping into the unknown, even if it might turn out better than the current situation. At least not until I have to. She bowled the smaller figure over, ramming a knee into his chest when he tried to dodge. The blow stole her momentum, and she made a turning spin and dipped a hand toward the throwing dagger in her boot. The realization that she didn’t want to have to leave the weapon behind when an opportunity to break away arrived stopped her from drawing it, and she growled at her indecision. Quit being an idiot, Ruby. Do something.

      She lifted her arm, pointed the dart gun at the nearest Kilomea, who was raising a wicked-looking ax over his head and hit the pad to launch it. The dart flew true and stabbed him in the cheek. He paused, blinked in seeming confusion, then crumpled to the floor. She whispered a quiet thank you to Margrave and continued moving toward her partner.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll had noticed Ruby headed in her direction and had opted for delay rather than continued provocation. When the one with the hatchet went down though, she launched herself at the Kilomea who had damaged her knee. He got his arms up to defend his face, but that wasn’t her target. She transformed into her tiger form in mid-jump, her size increasing to something more appropriate for dealing with him, and slammed into the Kilomea with enough force to send them both flying.

      She landed on top of him with a growl. He punched at her nose, and she grabbed the arm in her teeth and wrenched it, biting down. She stopped short of yanking and gnawing hard enough to sever the limb, but he definitely wouldn’t be able to use it again without some serious medical attention. She roared into his face, causing him to blink uncertainly. He was unprepared when she slammed her forehead down onto his, channeling all the strength in her back and neck into the strike, knocking him unconscious.

      The transformation had lessened the pain in her knee, but she was still limping as she climbed off his still body and moved toward her partner. Ruby had drawn her pistol and held it extended as she backed slowly toward the door. She said, “I need you to have hands.”

      Idryll smoothly transitioned back into her humanoid form and took the box. Ruby cast a force barrier in front of her, and when their enemies surged forward, fired the gun through a small hole in the shield. The anti-magic bullet passed through unhindered to slam into the leg of the nearest. She called, “That was a warning. Anyone who gets near us before we get out of here, dies. I guarantee I have enough bullets for all of you, not to mention what my partner’s carrying.”

      From the staircase near the office, the Dark Elf’s laughter rang out. “Let them go.” He shifted his gaze down to them. “I wanted to see what you both were made of. Nice claws, cat lady.”

      Idryll gave him a bloody smile. “Don’t forget the teeth.”

      He nodded. “Indeed, very impressive. You’ve both proven you’re competent and thus dangerous. Consider what I said. Those qualities can protect the magicals in Ely if you choose to employ them properly. You should definitely do so.”

      Idryll opened the exterior door and backed through it, slamming it closed after Ruby joined her outside. Her partner created a portal to a street Idryll recognized near the wreckage of the Mist casino, and they both jumped through. On the opposite side, a drone swooped down on them, and Idryll tensed her muscles to jump away if it started to shoot. Instead, it hovered there.

      Ruby snarled, “Invasion of privacy. It’s recording us.” She flipped it off. “See, this is why portals are a problem.” Idryll followed as her partner jogged down the road, confident that they’d soon be veiled and portaling home. After all that fighting, I need a snack.
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      It wasn’t often anymore that Ruby visited her father’s office at Spirits, but every time she did, she was struck by how impressive the surroundings were. If I didn’t know him so well, I might even think he was impressive. She snorted inwardly. He’s amazing, a natural-born leader, and everybody knows it. How’s that for something to live up to?

      Daphne also looked impressed. The witch’s introduction to her father had been down in one of the lower offices used for less important meetings. Her roommate seemed nervous, and Ruby poked her. “Chill out. It’ll be great, whatever you have to say.”

      Daphne nodded, but her level of agitation didn’t change. She’d refused to share any information ahead of time, claiming the professional thing to do would be to let her employer know first. Ruby thought that was a little over-the-top, given that the woman was an insatiable gossip about most other things, but she wasn’t about to argue. It’s her show. However she wants to do it is fine.

      Her father arrived and shook hands with Daphne on his way around the desk. He plopped into his chair and smiled at the two of them. “So, what do you have for me today?”

      Her roommate straightened and squared her shoulders, then reached into the bag at her feet. She pulled out a flask, similar in size to the thing heart patients carried on their keychains filled with nitroglycerin pills. She handed it over, and he examined the object from several angles. “This is?”

      She replied, “An energy potion with about twenty-five percent of the effectiveness of a full one, at one-sixth the size.”

      He nodded with an expression of approval. “Does it scale up?”

      “Only to about a hundred and ten percent of the original, for some reason. I managed some improvement there, but my efforts mostly focused on reducing the volume most effectively.”

      He set it on the desk, rolling it slightly with a fingertip. “So, what market do you see for this?”

      She smiled and launched into an obviously rehearsed speech. “I think it’s broken down by demographic. For the eighteen to say thirty-five crowd, it can be something they carry around to extend whatever good time they’re having. It has no negative interactions with any other substance anyone’s reported, so if they’ve had a drink or two and need a little boost to keep going, no problem.”

      She paused and waited for him to nod, then continued. “For the slightly older crowd, say, thirty-five to sixty, it can be a refresh during the workday, or later when it’s time to be with family. Finally, those sixty-plus can use it to enhance the day whenever they want. Obviously, it’ll be situational in all these cases, but who couldn’t use a little hit of energy now and again?”

      Rayar smiled. “That sounds like a good marketing slogan to me. Is it addictive?”

      Daphne shook her head, her smile gone. “Physically, no. Psychologically, no more so than a full potion, I would imagine. Although since this will be less expensive, there could be some concern there.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “That’s why we have lawyers. I could see a lot of applications for this in the military and law enforcement, too. I think you have a winner here. So, what do you want to do with it next?”

      “I thought we could start marketing it to a test group at a discount, get their responses, that sort of thing. I don’t really know much about marketing.” She was almost apologetic.

      Ruby’s father laughed. “Fortunately, since casinos are all about marketing, we have a ton of people who are experts in that discipline. We can use Spirits for distribution, maybe make a game or contest out of it.”

      Ruby replied, “Or a comp for high rollers. Keep them at the tables a little longer.”

      He nodded, then frowned as he reconsidered. “No, that seems like a great idea at first, but it opens us to accusations of artificially manipulating their spending. The legal team would never sign off on it.”

      She laughed. “That’s what the whole comps program in every casino is about, isn’t it? But I get your point. This isn’t quite the same. Offer it to the employees? Give them a little bonus if they volunteer?”

      “It’s worth thinking about.” He shifted his gaze to Daphne. “In any case, we’ll find a test group so we can get feedback for both marketing and other concerns. Have you had this examined by a medical professional?”

      The witch shook her head. “No, but I totally agree that should be something we do.”

      He rolled the cylinder to Ruby, who caught it as it plummeted off the table. “During your next shift, you can escape the casino and consult with our medical contractors.”

      She nodded, and Daphne said, “Wait. You work here?”

      Ruby chuckled. “A bit.”

      “Where do you find the time?”

      She shrugged but with a smile. “Here and there, wherever I can fit it in. Fortunately, the boss is pretty flexible on my schedule.” She gestured at her father, then put her hand in front of her mouth and whispered loudly, “He doesn’t know I only come here to sleep.”

      Rayar asked, “You weren’t aware my daughter was working here one day a week?” Daphne shook her head. “Well, well, well. Interesting. I’ve been trying to get her to commit for ages, but it was only when I made it a condition of your gig that she agreed. So, even if you hadn’t come up with something so wonderful, I’d still be in your debt.”

      Ruby grinned. “Now, Daphne, you’re in mine.” She said the last in a dark, evil tone, then broke into laughter at the concern on her roommate’s face. “No, seriously, it’s nothing to worry about. I negotiated a cut of the profits, so it’s all good.”

      The other woman asked, “You’re sure?”

      Ruby shrugged. “As long as the conditions of the arrangement don’t change, I’m fine with it, or I wouldn’t have signed on the dotted line.”

      Daphne chuckled. “Figuratively, of course.”

      Rayar shook his head. “Oh no. There’s a contract. Ruby’s too smart to trust anyone’s word in a business deal.”

      Her housemate lifted an eyebrow. “Really? You’re more of a shark than I thought.”

      More like a dragon, but sure. She shrugged. “I learned from the best. Now, tell me what you’re going to do next to make us all some money.”

      Daphne replied, “Well, since I’ve figured out how to do it for energy potions, I thought it shouldn’t be too tough to do the same thing for healing. The question is, volume first, or effectiveness?”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan finished her shift overseeing the high rollers area and rode the elevator up to her office to change. It had been a long day, most of it spent on her feet, and she looked forward to relaxing over a meal at the new restaurant at the gnome casino Invention with her best work friend, Stacia. She slipped out of the professional black dress she’d been wearing and into a pair of tight leather pants, high boots, and a flowing red silk top. She checked herself in the mirror and said, “You look like an interesting person. Doubtless, everyone will want to get your number.” She snorted at her reflection and headed for the door.

      She met up with Stacia on the casino floor, and they walked together out the front doors. Dusk was falling, and the casinos were like miniature suns. Light radiated out in all colors and directions, from the almost garish displays meant to lure people into the gaming area to the pale illumination of the hotel rooms in the high towers.

      Stacia had changed as well, out of her pit boss uniform and into a little black dress that was definitely on the social side of the professional-social continuum. Morrigan said, “Damn, you’re hot.”

      The other woman laughed and slapped her arm. “You’re only complimenting me because you’re trying to get out of paying for dinner.”

      Morrigan laughed. “Well, you’re half-right. I always speak the truth, but I’m also trying to get out of paying for dinner.”

      Stacia shook her head. “Nope. You lost the bet, fair and square. I told you he’d be back.” One of their high rollers had endured an impressive stretch of lucklessness the day before, and Morrigan had predicted he’d end his vacation early. To the casino’s lasting benefit, she’d been wrong, but she owed Stacia a debt of honor in the form of an expensive dinner.

      They moved to the far side of the Strip, close to the casinos along that edge, but not too near. Street crime wasn’t frequent in Magic City, but when it happened, it was generally on the side streets that led to the town beyond the casinos. Her roving gaze caught sight of several drones overflying the area, the size and shape of Paranormal Defense Agency units. She scowled, then quickly banished the look and smiled at her friend. “What are you going to get?”

      Stacia replied immediately. “Steak, the best cut they have since you’re paying.”

      “Wench.”

      The other woman laughed at the insult and replied, “Jerkface.”

      A pair of guys in jeans and polo shirts who stopped at the sight of them interrupted their banter. The first, dark-haired one spoke to her. “Hey, Red. We’re looking for an adventure. Want to join us?”

      Morrigan shook her head. “Got plans already, thanks.”

      His companion, a blond with short spiky hair sticking out in all directions, aimed his comments at Stacia. “Aww, come on. Whatever you’re doing, we can do it together.”

      Her friend laughed. “Probably a little rich for your blood, boys.”

      The first one smirked with an edge of ill humor. “Trust me, we’re men, and we can handle any entertainment you might care to propose.”

      The blond stepped directly in front of Stacia, and she stopped short to avoid colliding with him. He urged, “Come on, let’s talk about this.”

      Morrigan replied, “No means no, boys,” stressing the last word.

      Stacia grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the edge of the street. She said, “We can go in the employee entrance. I’ll call someone to let us in.” The men continued to stand there staring at them, and Morrigan considered whether she should beat them down as a matter of principle. Still, the Dark Elf’s comments from the alleyway rang in her memory, and she couldn’t. They’re scumbags, but words don’t deserve violence in response. Instead, she allowed Stacia to drag her onto the side street. The men followed, but at enough of a distance that they were no longer a factor beyond keeping them from veering back to the Strip.

      Morrigan realized what that behavior indicated a moment too late. A trio of Kilomea appeared out of nowhere, and fists pummeled her into unconsciousness before she had time to summon a shield.
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      Ruby opened a portal directly into Demetrius’s bedroom and pulled Margrave through when the older man didn’t move fast enough to satisfy her. She snapped, “Did you find her?”

      Demetrius shook his head and continued staring at his screens. His urgency was evident as his hands flew over the keyboards. Even if it had been the most intense concern he’d felt in his life, she was positive it wouldn’t begin to match hers. The idea that someone had taken her sister caused her vision to go white and her temples to pound every time she thought about it. She was as angry as she’d ever been, the emotion tinged with fear, worry, and guilt.

      Margrave asked, “Do you see the other locators?”

      The infomancer pointed at the leftmost of his three screens, where tiny dots pulsed on a map. Ruby had injected the devices into herself, Morrigan, her brother, and her parents. Idryll had demurred, unwilling to have anything implanted into her. Ruby hadn’t argued, figuring the shapeshifter knew her physiology best.

      Margrave scratched his chin. “Obviously, the locators and tracker are working. The only logical conclusions, then, are that they got the locator out and destroyed it since we don’t see it anywhere, or they have her in a place that’s shielded from signals and magic. In that case, the emanations might be limited enough that we can’t detect it from this distance.”

      Demetrius nodded. “I’ve been systematically uploading the software to cell towers and network hubs, but it’s slow going since I have to do each one personally. You’d think they’d use a common algorithm, but no, the security appears to have been designed by a computer and is seriously randomized. There’s a paper in that for some academic, probably.”

      Ruby snapped, “Focus, people. So, she’s not close enough to here to locate her with the tracker. How do we find her?”

      Margrave gave a sharp nod. “I’ll make a portable version of the tracker. I already have the pieces at my place. It won’t be pretty, and the battery will be darn heavy, but I can get it done in a couple of hours.”

      “Do it.” He opened a portal to his house and departed. She turned back to stare at the screens. Nothing had changed. Her parents were together, no doubt watching the phone as she, Morrigan, and their mother had when Dralen and her father were missing. Her brother was at Spirits, probably in his office based on the location. The top-down map didn’t indicate height or depth.

      She shook her head. “Waiting for Margrave isn’t enough. Hack all the databases. PD, Sheriff, PDA. I’ll send Alejo an apology message while you work. Find whatever you can. I’m thinking street cameras, drones, maybe even incident reports, or beat cop body cams. Whatever’s out there.”

      Demetrius replied, “Not my first rodeo, partner. If there’s something there to be found, I’ll find it. In the meantime, you need to go down to the kitchen and make us both sandwiches.”

      The request was so atypical of their relationship that a laugh escaped her. “What?”

      “It’s not a gender thing. You have to eat before whatever you’re going to do when we find a lead, and I’m starving because I went straight from other work into this. If I don’t get fed, I won’t function as well. Same for you. You know the old military maxim. Eat when you can because there’s no knowing what’s coming next, or something like that.”

      She headed for the door, forced to acknowledge that he was correct on all counts. “Just don’t think this is going to be a habit, mister.”

      He threw her a quick grin before she left. “If you keep owing me, it might be.”

      Fortunately, she didn’t run into any of her other roommates as she assembled bread, ham, cheese, and spicy brown mustard into sandwiches, two for each of them. She cut a pair diagonally and the others vertically, not knowing which he preferred. Things like that didn’t matter to her. Unless it was an amazing meal that one reveled in, food was merely fuel. She took them up, along with a couple of sodas, and quietly ate while he worked. Finally, when she was half-done with her second sandwich, he shouted, “Yes. Big screen.”

      Above the trio of monitors he used for his infomancy was a large flatscreen. It was usually off, although she’d seen cartoons playing on it once or twice while he worked. They’d also watched a movie one night, managing to get all of five minutes into it before falling asleep together. Now, it showed a grainy image from a street camera overlooking the Strip. It lurched into motion as she shifted her attention to it, and her sister entered the frame, walking with another woman Ruby recognized from Spirits. No sound accompanied the video, and the low resolution suggested he had digitally zoomed it in from a distant spot. The pair walked down the Strip talking, and Ruby asked, “Where from?”

      “Traffic camera on the other side.”

      As the image moved with the women, doubtless another digital trick, two men appeared. The angle showed only the backs of their heads, but Demetrius’s software quickly calculated height and weight for each. She said, “Print those for me, and get the files to Alejo.”

      “On it.” The image started to move again, and there seemed to be some back and forth between them. Ruby read the men’s actions as aggressive and figured her sister would do the same. So right now she’s wondering whether she should blast them into unconsciousness with some lightning. Of course, that would cause a scene and bring the police, and Morrigan Achera isn’t known to be a combative person. So, of course, she couldn’t do that. They were counting on their target not wanting to cause a scene. Out loud, she asked, “I don’t see anything that confirms they deliberately targeted my sister, do you?”

      He widened out the shot to reveal dozens of other people in proximity to the pair. “I think the chances are low that it was random. I mean, your sister’s body language wasn’t particularly open, and they had other choices when Morrigan didn’t immediately accept them if they only wanted to get anyone.”

      She scanned the image and scowled. “They’re the only pair of women together, but you’re right. They could have targeted a single woman with much better results, or maybe two women who were part of a larger group. You’re right. We’ll assume this was a deliberate attack on her until something tells us differently.”

      The alarm had gone out as soon as they’d learned of the kidnapping, which fortunately had come fairly quickly when the pair missed their dinner reservation and the restaurant called Spirits to confirm. When Morrigan didn’t answer the call from the office, it triggered a standard protocol that involved verifying the location of all the family members. When they discovered Morrigan still wasn’t responding, the word went out to the other casino owners and their families to activate their contingency plans.

      Demetrius said, “Okay, we’re going to jump forward at least a few seconds. This angle is from a PDA drone. I grabbed all I could before I had to get out of the system or risk detection.”

      “I know you’re giving it your all, Tree. I appreciate it. Someday I’ll show you how much. For now, hit play.” The scene started to move, and her sister walked into the mouth of the alley beside Invention. She muttered, “Why are you doing that, Morrigan?” He tapped to widen the view a little, and she spotted the employee entrance. “Okay, that had to have been their destination.” The next section was in a jerking motion as if missing frames turned it into a series of pictures rather than a smooth video.

      She watched as three people rushed into the frame. Despite the concealment offered by their masks, the figures were clearly Kilomea, their skin tone and body type making it impossible for them to be anything else. Anger surged inside as both women were beaten and dragged away. She took a moment to master the rage burning through her. “Can you get any closer? Try to find us something to identify those bastards?”

      Demetrius filled the next three minutes by manipulating the image, zooming it in, zooming out, and moving along body parts. Finally, they caught a break. The motion froze, showing a mark on one of the Kilomea’s arms where their shirt had ridden up above the wrist due to the struggle. The infomancer said, “Analyzing, hang on,” before she could push him. A line drew itself over the mark and grew in resolution as the program ran. Eventually, the differently colored section revealed itself as a tattoo of a hunter’s arrow, the point wickedly barbed, and the feathers a blur of poorly rendered computer squiggles.

      “You’re the best, Tree. What can you do with it?”

      “Probably the most likely hit will be from the Strip. So, we’ll use the surveillance cameras. Will you make some calls and get us access to the other casinos’ systems so I don’t have to break through their security?”

      It took half an hour of arranging permissions and searching, but finally, they found a matching tattoo in a video shot several days before. The Kilomea in question was walking toward the front entrance of The Hunt with his uniform coat slung over his shoulder, the tattoo visible on his bare arm. Demetrius’s technical wizardry overlaid the two tattoos, showing a match. He said, “Either this guy and the other one got the same ink from the same artist, or he’s our target.”

      She replied, “It’s a place to start. You keep working the systems. See what else you can find. I think it’s time for me to go on the hunt for a hunter at The Hunt.” Even miserable, angry, and frustrated, I’m still completely hilarious. Really, Demetrius doesn’t realize how lucky he is to be with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby did her best to maintain her calm. “No, you can’t come with me. It’s going to be hard enough managing my illusion in such a dramatically different form. I wouldn’t be able to do it for both of us.”

      Idryll put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “You underestimate yourself.”

      She let out a dark laugh. “The only time you compliment me is when you know you’re in the wrong. Give it up.”

      Her partner replied, “Logic suggests you’ll need backup. Maybe I could use a physical disguise and go in that way. Or simply show up like this.” She gestured at herself.

      “Well, you’d certainly attract attention, given all that beautiful fur.” A surge of darkness washed through her, and she sent a mental message to the passenger located in her left arm. Knock it off, bastard. Now is not the time. If she were smart, she’d spend the next hour meditating inside her protective ring as Nylotte had taught her. No one ever accused me of being smart. She had no time for anything other than exactly what was required to find and free her sister.

      She said, “Don’t worry, I have tasks for you. Margrave will be here as soon as he finishes the locator. If we haven’t made any progress by then, you can go out scouting. If that’s not viable, you can work with him to create a secure space here, warded against everything you can manage in a short time.”

      “Why?” Despite her irritation, the shapeshifter sounded interested.

      “Landing pad. I figure if I open a portal in the field, and it’s only to an empty room, anyone seeing through to it won’t learn anything. If they’re stupid enough to follow me in, the wards should shift any fight in my favor.”

      A note of grudging respect entered her companion’s voice. “That’s actually a really good idea.”

      “Don’t worry. It wasn’t mine. Margrave suggested it.”

      Idryll laughed. “That explains it.”

      Ruby was more than a little concerned about her ability to pull off what she had planned. Her self-control at the moment was tenuous and imitating a being far different than herself in size and form was precision illusion magic requiring serious levels of concentration. She had to eliminate every risk she could, which is why she was heading in wearing regular clothes rather than her costume. That way, if my illusion does falter, it’ll be easier to blend in.

      She put on jeans, a black tank top, and a flowing black button-down shirt over it that secured at her belly button. Her cuffs went over her bracelets, and she tucked her shield pendant into her shirt. She had no other magical objects she could easily hide on her person, and the Kilomea casino, like all the others, would have dramatically increased their vigilance after the events at the Mist. “I need some more stuff that’s easy to disguise. Exploding pens, rings that shoot laser beams, that sort of thing.”

      A frown had crept onto Idryll's face as Ruby dressed. Her partner asked, “Won’t your bracelets set off the new detectors?”

      “Dammit.” In her frenzy of preparation, she hadn’t accounted for the new, more effective sensors that lined the entrances of all the casinos. She slipped off the cuffs and tossed them to Idryll. The other woman had another question at hand. “Will your illusion trigger it?” She’d be heading in as a random Mist Elf, with features garnered from a dozen different individuals to construct the identity.

      She had several of those prepared in case she needed to be someone other than Ruby Achera the human or Ruby Achera the Mist Elf. “That illusion doesn’t use too much magic, so hopefully it shouldn’t cause a problem. If it does, I can explain it away as my heirloom pendant.” She patted her chest. “Passed down to me from my grandmother, and her grandmother before her, and so on. I’m sure they’ll respect such a historic item.”

      Idryll gave her a frown. “You should still take me with you. You know that, right?”

      Ruby nodded. “I do know that. I can’t do it this time.” She grabbed the other woman’s arm and squeezed it. “Think good thoughts for me. Hopefully, when we see each other again, I’ll know where Morrigan is. You can be sure I won’t leave you out of getting her back.”

      Idryll grinned. “Claws and teeth?”

      Ruby nodded. “No quarter for whoever took her. Anyone who’s left standing at the end of it should spend the rest of their days counting their blessings.”
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        * * *

      

      She portaled to an alley near The Hunt. Part of her hoped the kidnappers would make a move on her. Of course, since I’m a nobody and they’re probably after specific people, not too likely. She walked forward, inserting herself into the trailing edge of a bunch of human women headed for the entrance. One of them wore a very sexy dress that resembled a wedding gown, so she chalked it up as a bachelorette party. That was one area where Magic City competed quite well with Vegas because the real or perceived touch of danger from being around magicals made that particular rite of passage all the more memorable.

      She passed through the detectors with only a nod from the guard as if to say, “We know you’re using magic, but we’re not going to make a fuss about it right now. Don’t cause trouble.” The pit bosses at the casinos were exceedingly well-trained to detect signs of power in use, and anti-magic emitters at the tables meant she would need to chart her course through the casino carefully.

      The interior resembled a thick forest with a canopy of branches and leaves high overhead. Trails meandered through the space, along with numerous signs offering directions to essentially everything. Unlike a normal casino, patrons couldn’t see the entertainments that lay beyond their location. I need to chat with whoever designed this someday. It’s like the opposite of a good casino layout, but obviously it works. I wonder how they managed it.

      She wandered through the gaming floor, taking note of the different uniforms, matching them up against her memory of the garment the Kilomea she sought had carried over his shoulder. It didn’t take long to discover that it was the top the casino’s dealers wore. She inwardly groaned as she moved to an unoccupied corner and tapped her comm to activate it under the guise of scratching her ear. “Looks like it’s part of a dealer’s uniform. Which means I only have to check the whole damn place.”

      Demetrius replied, “Yeah, decidedly suboptimal, there. Do better.”

      She closed her eyes so no one would see them rolling. “Any chance of hacking in?”

      “High risk of detection. Even though we got inside when we did our first search, I wasn’t able to leave any back doors. You could call and ask?”

      “No. I don’t trust anything or anyone at this point. That’ll be the backup plan.”

      She headed for the nearest restroom and locked herself in a stall. “Okay, Ruby, you can do this.” She closed her eyes and imagined the Kilomea she’d assembled from magazine pictures and video recordings. The illusion grew around her body, making her look bulkier. The sort of clothes she’d seen nonworking members of that species wearing inside the casino faded into view, including heavy leather pants, boots, and tunic with long sleeves, all in various shades of brown. A deep green vest sat over top of it, leather again, left open. A weapons belt with empty sheaths for daggers finished the look.

      She hadn’t realized before entering that the casino required Kilomea to check weapons, but it made sense. Doubtless, it involved some careful negotiations since Kilomea heirlooms tended to be of the violent kind, passed down from one generation to the next. She unlocked the door and strode out, pausing only long enough to shoot a glance at her reflection to make sure nothing seemed out of place.

      Walking through the casino in her new form was a unique experience. People moved out of her path in a way they never did for Ruby Achera in any of her guises. It was almost automatic, how they flowed to clear space for her. I could get used to this. She kept a careful distance from the anti-magic emitters, more than once having to turn and take a different route when two tables were sufficiently close together that she couldn’t pass between them. After forty-five minutes of charting her course along the various paths in the forest, she was moving from deeply annoyed to downright angry. When I find this bastard, I’m going to break every one of his teeth as a greeting.

      She imagined Keshalla's voice, asking, “Then how will he talk?”

      Fine, hands then. That’ll be even worse since he can’t deal with broken fingers. She abruptly stopped as she spotted him and made a quick sidestep to avoid someone reacting to her motion. She growled, “Sorry,” taking a position nearby and watching him without appearing to do so, waiting for the right moment.

      Eventually, he set down the cards, made the sleeve move and open hands display that showed he wasn’t cheating, and left the table, presumably to take a break. She got ahead of him and brushed against him only hard enough to put the locator she’d palmed on his jacket. She didn’t apologize to his irritated glare, merely nodded an acknowledgment of it. Be seeing you, buddy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby had visited the ladies’ room to reverse her disguise and exited out to wander the Strip. She looked like another person staring at their phone, but hers displayed her target’s location, which had been moving around the casino in the hours since she’d tagged him. Normal shift switchover time was coming up soon, and she said a small prayer to the universe in the hope that he wasn’t working a double. When he headed toward the employee exit, she heaved a sigh of relief and positioned herself to spot him when he emerged.

      She considered going after him immediately, snagging him, and portaling away with him. However, the receiving room wasn’t yet ready and wouldn’t be for another hour or so. Besides, maybe following him will lead to more information. I’m sure I won’t get lucky enough that he’ll take me to my sister, but one clue leads to the next, and all that. Having verified he was truly out of the building, she muttered, “You got him?”

      Demetrius replied, “Two drones. Both running concealment, so the PDA shouldn’t notice them.”

      “Excellent. Keep me apprised.” She found a secluded spot and opened a portal to the middle of the desert, noting that the motel had burned down to its frame and what remained looked remarkably unstable. From there, she portaled to her office at Spirits, then to the bunker. She growled as she passed her friends, “Get that room done fast, people. I have a feeling we’ll need it.”

      Margrave and Idryll tossed answers after her, but she had already left them behind, headed for the chamber holding her equipment.

      After changing into her uniform and portaling back, she reacquired her target and followed him to a narrow apartment building. It was three stories high and only large enough to have one unit on each level. He entered and appeared to head for the stairs, and she released the tiny drone that was part of her gear. She piloted it around the structure, peering through every window. She reported, “Okay, three on the bottom, two in the middle, and the target plus one on the top.”

      Demetrius replied, “That’s what I saw, too. Did you notice they all had pieces of casino uniforms lying around?”

      “Yeah. Makes sense. Lower-level people often come here from out of town to take jobs and wind up rooming with others who work at the casino. That’s a lot of Kilomea inside one building, though.”

      “Are you going to take them all out?” The words tumbled uncomfortably off his tongue.

      “No. I only have two knockout darts left, and the ones I care about are on the top floor. I think if I put a shield around the apartment, it should block sound enough that the people at street level won’t hear. Can’t count on those in the middle unit not hearing, so they’ll have to go first.”

      He replied, “Why bother knocking them out if you’re probably able to lock in the sound?”

      “Backup plans, my friend. Always have backup plans. And an exit. And a snack.” She quit babbling and piloted the drone to a position where it offered a view of the inside of the second-floor apartment door. She left it hovering there and entered the building under a veil, climbing the stairs to that entrance. Using the reverse angle image, she called upon her force magic to slide the bolt quietly and turn the other two locks, muttering, “This is weird.” The feed from the drone revealed one of the two had moved into the living room. The other, presumably, was still in the bedroom they’d been in originally. She inhaled a deep centering breath, focused her will past the anger and rage that wouldn’t leave, and opened the door quietly.

      The Kilomea on the couch turned from watching the television at her entrance, and she nailed him in the neck with a dart before he could do anything else. He slumped, and she retrieved the projectile and stuck it in her belt. She crept through the apartment, extending a sound shield so the ones above wouldn’t hear if things went wrong.

      She discovered the other in the bedroom, asleep. Sorry, buddy. His eyes flew open as the dart punched into his flesh, then they fluttered closed again as the drug took effect. She retrieved the evidence of her presence and moved to the window, sliding it up.

      A fire escape led up to the third floor. She repositioned the drone, making sure she’d have a clean entrance on the next level, and confirmed that the bedroom proximate to the metal staircase was empty. She climbed most of the way but stopped before anyone could see her from the apartment. It took her five minutes of careful effort to layer the top floor of the building in shields without possibly alerting those inside, but when she finished, she was confident no sound would escape, and no one would break in to interrupt her.

      She ascended the rest of the way and slid open the window, climbed through, and dropped into a crouch. Her veil was strong, and she had no doubt she’d be able to make her first attack by surprise. She didn’t dare kill either of them, and she hoped for a quick punch with the stun knuckles to take out the roommate. What will be, will be. She said, “Going in. Keep an ear on the police band.”

      Demetrius gave her a click in reply. Their experience working as a team had taught him to minimize distractions when a fight was at hand. Ruby walked out to the living room, invisible to the apartment's occupants. She found them both there, throwing darts and drinking. They discussed innocuous things: work, women, plans for vacations. She wondered if the second Kilomea might have been one of the three and re-resolved not to kill him.

      There didn’t seem to be a way to separate the two, so finesse was pretty much out. She dashed forward, still hidden, and threw a punch at the roommate’s face with her shock-enabled fist. Something gave her away. The movement of air, maybe. Instincts were a thing, and by all accounts, the Kilomea had excellent ones where hunting and fighting were concerned. He swept an arm out to deflect the blow and hurled the pair of darts in his left hand in her direction with a loud shout of alarm. She dropped the veil and summoned a force shield to block them, then lashed out in a kick. It caught him in the midsection and knocked him stumbling backward.

      The other had reacted equally quickly, throwing his darts and dashing toward the small kitchen that lay a dozen feet away. She growled, “No knives for you,” and hit him with a blast of force that sent him into the nearby wall with a satisfying crunch. The more you hurt, the happier I’m going to be.

      The first was on his way in again, holding a knife. She dropped back into a boxer’s stance, whipping out her left hand to knock his slash away and leaving it there to hold the arm in place when he tried a backhand stab. She slammed her fist into his ribs and the shock knuckles detonated with a loud snap. He stood, dazed, but didn’t go down. Dammit, fall, you jerk. She snapped out a kick to send him tumbling toward the one that had snatched her sister, but that opponent deftly dodged the incoming Kilomea projectile and closed with her.

      He charged for a bear hug, counting on his size to protect him. Stupid move. She blocked his arms out to open his torso and rammed a knee up at his groin. He shifted his thigh inward to catch the blow and snapped a fist at her face. She dove to the side to avoid it, judging that simply moving her head wouldn’t be enough. When she came up, the Kilomea were both alert and seemed eager to fight. The one who’d snatched her sister said, “Look, Magic City’s very own superhero. It’ll be fun finding out who you are.”

      The other nodded. “And making sure you don’t mess with anyone’s plans again.”

      Ruby laughed. “I’m far from super, and I’m no hero. However, I’m more than a match for the likes of you two idiots.” She grabbed the lightning grenade from her belt and threw it at their feet. The energy surged around them, stiffening them both. She dashed in to the roommate and delivered a right cross to his temple. The stun blast was less powerful, given the drain from the previous punches, but landed in a much better spot. He went down hard.

      The other one swung at her, and she ducked, stepping back. She spread her arms wide and said, “What’s the matter? Can’t manage to hit a girl half your size?”

      He growled but didn’t overreact to the taunt. Instead, he shuffled forward and delivered a flurry of punches so fast that she had no chance of picking each of them off individually. She summoned force shields on both forearms and positioned them in front of her, absorbing the blows and laughing at him until he stopped throwing them.

      Ruby said, “So, I know you were there when the casino owner girl got kidnapped. You’re going to tell me where she is. Easiest way to get that done is for you to confess.”

      He laughed darkly. “What, and you let me go?”

      She shook her head. “That’s not in the cards. You’ll have to pay for your crime, no question. The only variable is whether you’ll be mostly unbroken when the door of your cell clangs shut.”

      He growled, “I don’t care how much magic you have. I’ll beat you down just like I did that little tramp.”

      Red fury obscured her vision, and she expelled power like a tidal wave of vengeance. When she was able to see past the haze again, the Kilomea was writhing in agony on the floor. Shadow tentacles wrapped around his body, two of them pushing against vulnerable pressure points in his arms and another pair resting above his horrified eyes, ready to plunge in.

      Inwardly, Ruby snarled, No. She mastered control of the tendrils but didn’t retract them. Instead, she let them keep causing him pain. She smiled as she composed herself. “So, perhaps you’ve reconsidered your position?”
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      Ruby sat cross-legged in her warded circle, getting her thoughts in order for the events to come. The Kilomea had given up the information quickly, but all he’d had to offer was a general location—Reno or somewhere nearby. Margrave’s remote tracker was already there, in the hands of one of Diana’s agents. Man, I owe them a lot. She pushed that thought away, storing it with all the other concerns that didn’t relate to her sister. She needed purity of mind, especially after triggering the artifact against the Kilomea.

      The item always left her feeling stained, but fortunately, Nylotte had been correct. Using the circle to meditate made that better, at least for a time. She layered her defenses, picturing the Atlantean in his glass box and putting walls around him. Stone, wood, force, fire, the layers went on one after the other, metaphysically blocking him from influencing her. I don’t need to know what he’s up to right now. I need him locked away.

      After an hour, she was ready. She walked into the bunker’s armory to find Idryll waiting for her. The space was rectangular, with Idryll's section to the right, Morrigan's to the left, and hers on the long wall, along with a couple of common cabinets. Their gear was on display, functional, and somewhat artistic. She’d read somewhere in the past that such touches helped warriors focus their minds and had been part of martial design since the Middle Ages. All she knew was that she felt clearer in purpose when she saw it all laid out like that. Which is the same thing.

      Her partner sat cross-legged on the bench in front of her area, looking toward the center of the room. She said, “You ready for this?” Her normal bantering tone wasn’t in evidence.

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah. We’re going to kick these bastards in the teeth and take my sister back. We’ll find everyone else they’ve taken, too, once she’s safe.” Word had spread while she’d been tracking the Kilomea that a dozen people had been kidnapped and another four killed. “Hopefully we’ll also get an idea of who’s behind this. With Sloane dead, you’d think this garbage would’ve stopped.”

      Idryll shrugged. “You have something very valuable here in the city, and people will always want a piece of it. As long as you restrict access, you’re going to have those willing to step across the line. It’s how people work.”

      “Only those who follow a certain set of rules, or don’t follow any rules. This is our place. They have so many others.”

      “Perhaps you should think about trying to share their space?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I’m not sure if it’s real or a mental feature on our part, but many magicals feel the need to have a clear foothold on this planet. The belief that what’s ours is truly ours. While it started underground with the kemanas, that’s no way to live long term.” She ran her hand along her sword’s scabbard, feeling the hard leather and thinking the weapon deserved something better. “Did Margrave come through with the stuff?”

      Idryll nodded. “It’s already in your gear. You’re all set.”

      “Okay, then. Time to put it on.” She thought Rath would appreciate her referencing Men in Black at this pivotal moment.

      She donned the base layer of leather, which she’d thoroughly cleaned after her tumble from the bike. The tight material embraced her, increasing her focus. She snapped the collar closed at the neck and added the equipment belt at her waist. She touched each item on it automatically, verifying its presence. Her lightning grenades, Margrave’s smoke, one of the new smaller model EMPs. A bulky cube sat at her lower back containing her small drone, and the controller for it went into a thigh pouch.

      Next up was the bulletproof vest, which held two extra magazines for the pistol on her right thigh drop holster. It also carried a healing potion and an energy potion, backups for the ones in her left thigh pouch. Getting her sword strapped on over the vest was still a challenge, and she kept forgetting to ask Diana how she did it. When her hand touched the hilt to check the draw, the duo whispered in her mind. No castigations for once, only a feeling of support and unity of purpose. A sense of confidence spread from her core at the reassurance.

      Next up were her shield bracelets, which held only two charges since she hadn’t had time to refill them. The knockout dart launcher went above it on her right arm. Idryll had reloaded the darts, and she had four at her disposal. “Did you change the canister, too?”

      Her partner clicked the fastener on her equipment belt and made a dismissive snort. “Of course. You can’t go into battle with partial charges.” She spoke as if she was instructing a child.

      Ruby didn’t mention her reduced bracelets as she returned to dressing. She laced up her boots, pulling them tight, and checked to make sure the throwing knives were still properly secured. Finally, she rested her hand on the hilt of her dagger and moved to face her companion. “How do I look?”

      Idryll turned and raised an eyebrow. “Like you’re ready to get our partner back.”

      Ruby nodded. “That I am. We only need one more tool.” She activated her comm, which routed through the bunker’s network. “Demetrius, you set up the thing with Alejo?”

      The infomancer replied, “Hang on.” A few seconds passed. Then he said, “Okay, saved what I was working on. What did you say?”

      “Alejo.”

      “Right. She said the items you wanted will be next to the trophy and that she’s spending the rest of the day out in the field. You know what that means?”

      Ruby grinned at the amateur spycraft, which would nonetheless get the job done. “I do. We’re good. Any word from Diana’s people?”

      “Kaylee and I have managed to crack into most of the cell networks. Another half-hour and we should be able to bring that fully online. One of them is driving around at random with the locator, but they haven’t had a hit yet. Don’t worry, we’ll find her soon.”

      “I know you’ll handle it perfectly.” She deactivated the connection and said, “Okay, let’s go to the portal room.” They entered the space, which featured the finest unfinished drywall and laminate floor. No one could guess its location by seeing it through a portal, even if the lights were on, which they wouldn’t be.

      Ruby pulled the heavy door closed behind them and used force magic to reset each of the latches, one in the top, one into the floor, and three into the sides. It would be next to impossible for anyone who didn’t know right where the latches were to disengage them with magic, and blasting the door would only succeed after a long period of concerted effort. Margrave had warded the thing to drain magic, and unless you knew where the gaps were, even accomplishing something as simple as undoing a latch would be seriously debilitating.

      It did permit signals to escape, so if one of them found themselves trapped inside, they could call out with their comms. The final failsafe was an extra comm hidden behind the drywall. Ruby flicked on the light until the door was closed and latched, then turned it off again. She opened a portal to the sheriff’s office and peered through to see that the woman had drawn her blinds and the space was dark. They stepped into the room, allowing the rift to close behind them. She pointed at the heavy backpacks on the couch. “Put that one on.” She grabbed the other and did the same.

      Idryll asked, “Are these what I think they are?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Supplied by the PDA, no less.”

      She laughed. “I’m guessing they don’t know who they’re for.”

      Ruby nodded. “Correct. They believe the sheriff’s office needs them for some training.”

      “Why do we need these anchors, exactly?” Despite her complaints, the shapeshifter moved easily with the backpack on.

      “Mainly because while there’s no way to know what we’ll face, the attackers this time included magicals. We have an edge with our combat abilities and equipment in any straight-up fight, so if we find ourselves in trouble, we trigger these anti-magic things to shift the playing field in our favor.

      Idryll nodded. “Sensible plan. You came up with it?”

      Ruby laughed. She couldn’t help it. “Don’t sound so incredulous. I’m not an idiot all the time, despite your belief that I am.”

      Her partner grinned, showing her teeth. “You’re learning, and that’s all to the good. Let’s go get our teammate.”
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      A series of portals had taken them to a three-story structure out in the middle of nowhere, near Reno. They’d stopped partway so Ruby could remove the locators the PDA had hidden inside the backpacks. Margrave had given her the tech to detect them. Kaylee and Demetrius had finally managed to access enough towers that they were able to get a faint hint of Morrigan's location, and their roving tracker got closer to confirm it. Ruby took the device from the agent and secured it to her belt, offered her thanks, and focused on the building ahead.

      In her ear, Demetrius said, “Feed coming now.” One of her eyepieces blurred, then displayed the image from the drone flying at maximum height above the installation. They’d figured the place would have good security and didn’t want to risk discovery any earlier than necessary. Her greatest concern was that the enemy would respond to an incursion by killing all the captives. She couldn’t see a way that was profitable, not given the roster of people they’d taken. All children of or partners of casino owners. You don’t throw away that kind of leverage without thinking about it a few times first. Since she wasn’t inside the head of whoever was behind it, the worry stayed.

      They hadn’t managed to get that information out of the Kilomea. She had her suspicions, since it was Reno, that it might have something to do with Sloane’s organization. However, as Demetrius had pointed out, lots of people lived in Reno, and that connection was maybe a bit of a reach based on the evidence at hand. Still, I’m going to find out who worked with him as soon as we finish with this. Just in case.

      The drone showed a square complex centered on the building. Only one road provided access, and the same heavy chain-link fence topped with razor wire that ran along the perimeter of the place blocked it. The buzz and pull of static told them the barrier was electrified from ten feet away. Idryll observed, “That’s pretty serious.”

      “What do you know about electrical fences?”

      The shapeshifter replied, “Enough that I don’t want to mess with that one, that’s for sure.”

      Ruby shook her head without taking her eyes off the space beyond the fence Idryll didn’t want to mess with. “Tree, any sign of technological or magical alarms inside the perimeter?”

      “None that the drone can detect. Which, you know, is pretty concerning in itself.”

      “Yeah. Agreed.” The place wouldn’t be unguarded, which meant the tricks and traps that awaited them were of the sophisticated variety if the drone couldn’t spot them. Fine, whatever. She killed the connection to her boyfriend and turned to Idryll. “Okay. We’re going to go up and over the fence. I need you to stay close because the steps behind us will vanish. I’m trying to keep my magical emanations concealed here.” Nonetheless, she wrapped herself in force magic and did the same with her companion. While she couldn’t maintain both shields during any significant confusion, she had enough brainpower to manage it for a while, as long as no one was actively working to kill them.

      She created stairs out of force magic and stepped up, with Idryll right behind her. Soon they were stepping carefully down on the opposite side of the fence and crouching to avoid setting off any sound or motion sensors that might be nearby. The tech goggles flicked through detection modes as she ran her gaze systematically over the ground ahead, again finding nothing. She muttered, “My best guess is physical dangers hidden by magic, although I suppose there could be magic with technological triggers. In any case, keep an eye out for tripwires, lasers, pressure pads, that sort of thing. Hell, watch out for landmines. Who knows how serious these bastards are about security?”

      As they made their way ever so slowly toward the building, staying low, crawling in places to remain invisible in the dust and shrubs, they came across several of each kind, except the landmines. Ruby had brought along toys to counteract everything she could think of and had parted with a third of her stockpile before they spotted the next challenge. Idryll hissed, and Ruby froze. “What?”

      Her partner replied, “Go to thermal, look ahead and to the right.”

      Hidden in a bush that might’ve been artificially constructed for the purpose was a figure, seated but with arms extended as though holding the handles of a weapon. “Nice catch.”

      “Want me to take him out?”

      Ruby shook her head. “The chances are excellent that they have a radio routine set up and will notice if he’s missing. No. The presence of humans on the outside makes me think magicals on the inside are the real threat. These are mainly to discourage any general challenge that might arise. It also explains why we haven’t found any magical traps out here. Like on the Strip, they’re using the humans basically as chasers, with magicals as the hammer. Let’s slip past.”

      She reinforced the veils they’d been traveling under, and they snuck carefully in between two of the positions, which were rather obvious once they knew what to look for. They found some protective shrubbery twenty feet from the building, and Ruby gazed up at it. “Well, it’s basically a cement blockhouse. Awesome. Great design, Reno. Really attractive stuff. Demetrius, have you figured out what this place was?”

      She wouldn’t have risked using the radio if not for the encrypted booster on her belt, specifically designed to control signal leak. It used line-of-sight to a repeater she’d placed beyond the perimeter. He replied, “Private company, definitely just a shell. If I had to guess, based upon what I’ve seen so far, this looks like a government thing. CIA, FBI, something.”

      She scowled. “You don’t think it’s them now, do you?”

      “No. Seems as if this place went dormant in the records decades ago. I’m guessing someone bought it or is borrowing it.”

      The news inspired some relief. While she’d fight through whatever she had to in order to free her sister, not winding up in the crosshairs of the government was an outcome to be desired. She pulled the drone from the case on her belt and hit the button to unfold it, then used the controller to fly it around the building. It made a complete circuit, and by the end, they’d only found a garage with multiple bays and a single entrance door on the opposite side. “Damn, these people were serious about security.”

      She slid her fingers across the device to make the drone climb to get a look at the roof. Amidst the rooftop heating and cooling equipment was an access door. The building had no windows at all, and she would bet that its construction was a continuous pour of concrete into a frame, meant to be invulnerable. This sort of place should contain the Hulk, not my sister. Although it’s true, she’s not much fun when she’s angry, either.

      She landed the drone on the roof and paused with her finger hovering over the destruct button, waiting to see if it triggered any alarms. After five minutes without a reaction, she felt fairly confident they were still undiscovered. She was pretty sure she’d plotted out all the cameras at the beginning, and hadn’t seen any up there, so that wasn’t an entirely unexpected development. Ruby went up to the building, strengthened her veil, and said, “Wait here,” to Idryll, who immediately knelt in the shadows.

      Ruby blasted herself to the top with force magic, landing softly on the edge, not wanting to go any further before taking a good solid look at the surface. Turning, she let a line of force fall from her hand, then braced herself as Idryll climbed up it in a quick crawl. She muttered, “Damn, you’re heavy.”

      Idryll laughed. “No, you’re weak. Also, it should be me taking risks like that, not you.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Whatever. Let’s get moving.” She crouched and peered carefully over the tar and gravel surface, trying to spot any obvious locations where traps might be waiting. She couldn’t find any and hoped that whoever was using the place hadn’t had time to outfit the area with magic detection. This high up, probably they’d count on the humans outside as the main deterrent and focus most of the magical defenses inside the building. She layered force steps again so they didn’t have to walk on the surface, and they crossed to the door. Naturally, it was locked. Ruby crouched and pulled a tool from her belt, setting it to the lock.

      Idryll commented, “That’s new. What is it?”

      A click signaled success, and Ruby put the device away with a satisfied grin. “Electronic lock breaker. Diana’s folks gave it to me. They really do have the best toys. I need to get Kayleigh and Margrave together sometime.”

      Her companion laughed. “They’d never stop talking. Then they’d probably both die of hunger because they’d forget to eat while they were working.”

      She nodded. “Good point. Put that one on the back burner. For now, let’s go find whoever’s holding my sister and beat them into rubble.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      They descended the stairwell cautiously, pausing after each step to survey the surfaces ahead for traps, physical or magical. None was apparent, and the door at the bottom that led onto the third floor was unlocked. Ruby listened carefully for any sign of life beyond the barrier but found none. She checked the tracker, which showed Morrigan closer to the other side of the building. “Okay, here we go.” She called up her full-body force shield, wrapped one around Idryll, put another in front of them, and used her magic to open the door.

      No response came, so she swung the door all the way open and moved through it, letting the largest shield fall. The area was dark, lit only by small circles in the ceiling that did little to alleviate the gloom. Her magical mask’s technological eyepieces shifted to lowlight mode, rendering everything in a greenish haze. The hallway was wider than normal, reminding her of a hospital corridor big enough to push a stretcher through.

      She led Idryll forward, and they opened the doors to either side as they progressed. The left side of the hallway had more of them, each revealing a small enclosure that looked very much like cells. The opposite wall’s doors gave access to larger rooms, with chairs resembling ones she’d seen at her dentist’s office bolted to the floor.

      Idryll asked, “Torture chambers?”

      The same thought had occurred to Ruby. “Or medical bays. Maybe this was a hospital.”

      Her partner shook her head. “Doesn’t feel like a hospital.”

      “Yeah. I hear that.”

      Morrigan's cell was at the far end of the dozen on the left side of the hallway. Ruby yanked open the door, only to find the chamber empty. Disappointment cascaded over her. She growled, “I knew we couldn’t get that lucky. This thing only works in two dimensions, so she must be on one of the lower levels.”

      Idryll nodded. “Makes sense, since this floor doesn’t have actual power or anything.”

      “It has defenses, though.” Ruby pointed up at the cameras and the gates set into the walls that presumably could spring shut at need.

      “Wonder why they aren’t active.”

      She shrugged. “Old building, maybe the electricity is inoperative on this level.”

      Idryll frowned back at the door they’d come through. “Or they wanted to provide an easy entrance on the top floor to persuade any invader to select that route.”

      “Well, if that was their plan, they succeeded.”

      “Should we activate the backpacks?”

      The mention inspired Ruby to shrug hers up to recenter the weight. “No. Those are our emergency backups. We don’t use them until there’s a real need.” She pointed ahead. “Another staircase. Makes sense from a security perspective that each flight only goes down a level. Hopefully, we’ll find Morrigan on the next floor.”

      Idryll nodded. “Hopefully there’s not a basement.”

      “Thanks for that happy thought.” Ruby used force magic to open the door barely far enough to peer through. The stairway was dark, but her eyepiece display came alive with a chaotic arrangement of beams and sensors. She breathed, “Wow. That’s unwelcoming.”

      Idryll peered through the doorway below her. “Both technology and magic?”

      She replied, “Yep. Total maze. Everything set up kind of haphazardly, like portable units that someone stuck down at random. I don’t see a way to get through without tripping them. So, I guess we’ll need to go loud earlier than we’d hoped.” She worried, again, that the kidnappers might respond violently to cut their losses and escape.

      Idryll said, “There’s another option.”

      Ruby frowned. “What?”

      “I can make it through there in my smallest form.”

      She refused automatically. “You’d be going in without anything. That would be plain stupid.”

      Her companion shook her head and slid out of the backpack’s straps. “In the stairwell, all I need is to be small and agile. On the floor below, teeth and claws will suffice.” The resolve in her voice was unmistakable. It was clear her partner intended to do it with or without Ruby’s blessing. Dammit.

      She sighed. “Okay. Be careful. Once you get Morrigan out, tell her to go home, then you and I can finish finding the others.”

      “Will do.” Idryll shrank to the size of a large house cat and slipped through the opening, headed for the floor below.
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        * * *

      

      In this form, Idryll sensed more than saw the traps along the way as she crawled and jumped to avoid them. She’d created a mental map while looking through her lenses and remembered the path easily. The scents of the building were plentiful but mostly annoying. Dust, unwashed humans, several varieties of magicals. The second floor was active, filled with noises made by people moving about and murmuring, and on what she judged to be the other end of the level, an argument of some kind.

      She pressed up against the door leading from the stairwell and shifted back into her normal form to insert a claw against the adhesive edge of the alarm sensor on the frame, detaching it so it wouldn’t lose contact when the door moved. She opened it and slipped through, already returned to her feline form before it closed softly behind her. From this angle, the cells were on the right, the larger rooms on the left. The hallway seemed gargantuan in her smaller form.

      On this level, the doors along the right side had indicator lights, all of which she could see glowing. Presumably locked. So how does one unlock them? She noticed the doors in the left-hand wall were set differently from the floor above, an additional entrance visible in the line nearest to her current position. If I were putting in a security office, that would be a good place for it. Especially if they weren’t thinking about someone coming in from the roof.

      That door had no indicator and stood slightly ajar. She poked her nose into it and found a control desk directly in front of her. It looked like something from an old spy movie or war film, huge and grey, with lots of screens. Behind it was a man in a black leather jacket and dirty jeans, his heavy boots propped up on the station. His head bounced in rhythm with whatever he heard through his tiny earbuds. To her ears, it sounded tinny and awful, but he seemed to enjoy it.

      Idryll crouched and scuttled behind him on soft paws, then rose to her humanoid form and put him in a chokehold. He feebly thrashed as she cut off the blood flow to his brain, then passed out. She lowered him gently to the floor, making sure both he and his chair landed with a minimum of noise. She considered kicking him in the temple to ensure he stayed out but knew Ruby wouldn’t want her to risk killing him with the blow. Trash like this doesn’t deserve to live.

      Nonetheless, she left him lying there and turned to the control panel. Two rows of buttons, each matching the number of cells on the second floor and presumably the first, were positioned under stacked lights that glowed red. She pressed the one that should correspond to Morrigan's cell, and the indicator switched to green. Her speed wasn’t quite a run to reach the door, but it was definitely more than a walk. She opened it and caught Morrigan's fist as it flew out at her. “Whoa, easy there.”

      Ruby’s sister offered a thin smile. She looked haggard, equal parts tired and worried, with maybe a little fear mixed in. “Idryll. Thank goodness. We have to get the others. Our captors let slip that there’s a bunch of us here.”

      Idryll, who had turned at a noise from further down the hallway, replied, “I think we have a bigger problem.”

      Morrigan growled, “Oh, good. Ever since they took me, I’ve been dreaming of payback. The Kilomea is mine.” She charged, and Idryll followed with a roar.
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      Morrigan hadn’t enjoyed her recent past. She’d woken in a cell with a splitting headache, immediately and thoroughly furious with herself for not seeing the attack coming. At the very least, I should’ve had some defenses up as a precaution. Sometimes, managing the different roles of civilian and fighter was a challenge, but in the future, she planned to err on the side of the latter. So what if people think Morrigan Achera is tough? Maybe what I need is a new image.

      Those thoughts filtered through her mind as she closed the distance to the Kilomea. She wasn’t sure if he was the person who’d hit her or if he’d even been there. Still, she had a score to settle, and since he was part of the group holding her captive, he was fair game. If he was one of the three, so much the better. Idryll flashed past, faster on her feet, and effectively interposed herself between anyone else who might’ve gotten involved with Morrigan and her target. Thanks, partner.

      The Kilomea whipped a punch at head level, right where she would’ve been if she hadn’t stopped her headlong charge a moment before in anticipation of such a move. The swing didn’t open him up as much as she’d hoped, but she managed an elbow smash into his ribs before she had to dart backward to avoid a jab from his other fist. He growled, more in annoyance than pain, it appeared. She’d struck something resistant, and part of her mind noted that she’d have to hit more vulnerable spots since he was wearing armor. Fine, whatever.

      He snarled, “Get back in your cell, little girl, and perhaps you can avoid getting hurt.”

      “Pain doesn’t concern me. All I care about is seeing you bleeding on the floor and begging for mercy.”

      He set his feet in an even stance, ready to shift in any needed direction. “You will have a long wait if that’s your desire.”

      “We’ll see.” She took a step forward and jumped, raising both of her knees to her chest and slamming her heels out at him. He lifted his arms to block, taking the shot on padded forearms, and she fell to her back. He moved in, thinking her vulnerable, exactly as she’d hoped. She shouted in anger and lashed out with force magic, blasting a bolt into each of his knees. The right one was bent when the magic struck, and it twisted sideways, probably tearing something inside. His left one, though, was locked out when the bolt hit.

      The joint broke with a loud snap, and he fell to the floor, clutching it. She bounced up and stood over him, then pulled back her foot and started kicking any areas his hands weren’t protecting. Eventually, he was moaning and covering his face while she landed blows to his torso. She’d left her impractical shoes behind in the cell, and the soreness in her feet finally convinced her to stop attacking. She knelt beside him and said, “That’s only the start. If you’re still here when I finish with the rest of your people, we’re going to continue this. You might want to start crawling.”
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        * * *

      

      While her partner took on the single giant, Idryll threw herself at the other four people in the corridor. They all wore leather jackets like the first and the same dirty jeans and heavy boots. They went straight for magic though, doubtless realizing they couldn’t stand against her in a purely physical contest. She dove aside from an electrical blast, thankful for the wide hallway, and leapt over the line of fire that scored the tile seeking her.

      Her dodges carried her into the middle of them, forcing the nearest pair to turn their wands into force blades to slash at her instead of risking hitting their comrades with ranged attacks. She leaned aside from the initial blow and pivoted to avoid the second. They were good, or at least good for wizards who didn’t spend much time training. However, they lacked armor to protect them, so when she extended her claws and slashed them, her foes wound up bloody. The first stumbled back in disbelief at the set of four deep cuts running down his chest, and she stabbed the other through the wand arm, forcing fingers that suddenly wouldn’t work to drop the implement. She spun into a kick that caught him in the head and took him out.

      The move opened the firing lines for the other pair. She dove and rolled right before lightning cascaded over where she’d stood. A few thin tendrils snapped and buzzed near her but didn’t connect. She didn’t give the other one time to bring his fire beam in line but charged the one who’d hit her, ramming both sets of claws straight into his throat. He fell, beyond saving, and the scene shocked the other enough that she was able to skip into a sidekick and bounce the side of his head off a nearby wall. She punched him to make sure he wouldn’t get back up again, then turned to look for more trouble.

      None materialized, but it was clear that they had now “gone loud.” Idryll said, “Ruby wants you to portal to safety.”

      Morrigan growled, “No chance. We have to get downstairs and rescue the rest.”

      She nodded. “Somehow I knew you’d say that.”

      Neither humor nor mercy colored Morrigan's tone. “Let’s get to it before something bad happens.”

      “I’ll go unlock all the cells. Hang on a minute.”
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        * * *

      

      At first, only silence came from below, then a couple of minutes later, the sound of fighting wafted up the stairs. Ruby growled inwardly at the realization that at least Idryll, and probably Idryll and her sister, weren’t going to adhere to the plan she’d laid out. She muttered, “Idiots. Predictable. You suck.”

      She paced momentarily, wondering how to deal with the traps in the stairwell, and shrugged. “If there’s no need for secrecy, there’s no need for subtlety.” Entering one of the rooms that might have been medical labs or might have been torture chambers, she used a blast of force to break the chair free of its moorings. She levitated it to the stairwell, yanked open the door, and threw it bouncing down the stairs to set off all the traps along the way. The chair from the other room repeated the process to ensure she’d triggered them all, and she rushed down the steps.

      The others were about to enter the stairs leading to the first floor when she caught up to them. “You couldn’t listen, for once?”

      Idryll shook her head. “I tried, really.”

      Ruby nodded. “Oh, I’m so sure that you did. Probably worked really hard to convince her.”

      Her sister’s pallor was concerning, and the look on her face promised violence to come. Morrigan snapped, “Less talking, more freeing prisoners.”

      “Are you sure you won’t go back to where it’s safe? You don’t even have any equipment.”

      “I have my magic. That’s all I need.”

      While they’d been conversing, Idryll had secured her equipment belt and donned the backpack Ruby had brought along. The tiger-woman said, “If she stays at the back and attacks from surprise she’ll be fine.”

      Ruby recalled the strategy from the second run with the agents and nodded. “Okay. It’s your call.” She opened the door and spotted another set of traps, then closed it again. “Hang on. I need to borrow a chair.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      When the smoke cleared, they pelted down the steps. Morrigan said, “It didn’t seem like these people are the ones running the show. They’re hirelings. So they probably have a solid reason not to hurt any of the captives.”

      Ruby replied, “Good to know. Give me a sec.” She unpacked the small drone again and got it flying. “Okay, open the door a little.” She sent the tiny aircraft swinging through the gap, and it lasted all of three seconds before the feed vanished in the brilliance of a fireball. “Bastards. I spent a lot of time building that. Clearly, they’re aware we made it this far.”

      She inhaled a centering breath. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do, and no arguing. Idryll and I rush forward and engage whoever’s there. Morrigan, you open the doors and portal people to the receiving room at the abbey. Abbott Thomas is aware that he might have visitors.” She peeled off her stun knuckles and handed them to her sister. “They’re fully charged and can be recharged with lightning. Now, veil up.” She cast her illusion, layering it over her force shield, and concealed Idryll as well. Morrigan vanished as she applied her disguise. “Let’s do it.”

      Ruby ripped open the door, summoned a force shield in front of her, and charged into the hallway. Their enemies had organized themselves into two disparate groups. Nearer were several Atlanteans: dark-haired, dark-skinned, and to judge by the looks on their faces, dark-tempered. She shuddered as the artifact pulsed and twisted in her flesh, apparently recognizing its brethren. She reached back and drew her sword, needing the support of the pair inside, and grabbed her dagger with her other hand.

      By the time the first blasts came her way, she had dodged aside and held up her knife to anchor a force barrier. It caught everything but the lightning that cascaded around her, chewing at her full-body shield. She shouted, “Kagji,” to reinforce it with her pendant. Realizing that the incoming magical barrage was too much for her to handle and still make any progress, she threw her dagger at the nearest foe and transferred the sword to her left hand.

      The artifact took advantage of the instant where she wasn’t in contact with the weapon to send a wave of queasiness through her, almost causing her to fumble it. She sent fury spiraling inward, pushing away the discomfort and imagining the energy battering her unwanted passenger. It was on a rising tide of anger that she drew her pistol, and it was that rage that caused her to aim for center mass without even considering trying to wound her opponents.

      Two squeezes of the trigger for each to start, and when the weapon clicked empty, all the Atlanteans were on the floor, bleeding. She calmly ejected the magazine and let it drop, then awkwardly shifted the pistol into her left hand along with the sword, pulled out a magazine from her vest, and slotted it in place. Racking the slide was equally difficult, but when she re-holstered the gun, it was ready to shoot. She spared a single glance for the seriously wounded individuals on the linoleum floor and shook her head. “You don’t go after kids and families. What the hell’s wrong with you people?”

      She felt a disturbing lack of remorse as she strode forward to assist her partner.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll had charged past Ruby en route to the second set of enemies. She noted that the hallway seemed shorter than the last, and ended in a larger door, then shunted those thoughts aside as she flowed into the middle of the group of women awaiting her. Several of them had drawn wands and blasted at her on the way in, but her natural agility had been more than equal to the task of dodging the attacks, and concern over hitting the others had limited their fire.

      Fortunately, Idryll wasn’t limited at all. She punched the first woman she came to, an elf who blocked with a crisp strike and countered with a punch to Idryll's ribs. She bent away enough to blunt the impact, then kicked out with her right leg, slamming her shin into the other woman’s. Idryll had a lot of experience with the pain that a shin blow caused and had prepared for it. Her opponent wasn’t and sagged to the ground, screaming at the agony that coursed through her. Idryll dipped down and landed a shot to the woman’s face that banged her head off the floor, and she was no longer a concern.

      While she was down, flame washed over her and her opponent. Her anti-magic deflector drank it in and cracked, but it had given her the time she needed to lurch into motion again. The witch that had cast it was off to her left, and Idryll slammed a kick into her stomach. Despite the force shield the woman summoned, the impact knocked her backward and gave Idryll enough distance to leap and smash an elbow into her face. That one went down, too.

      Pain ripped through her arm as daggers of ice slashed into her flesh, and she dropped and rolled away from them. When she came up, it was as a tiger, and her paws tore gouges into the floor as she hurtled forward to ram bodily into the witch who had attacked her and who could marshal nothing more than a scream in her defense. The other woman went flying, and Idryll whipped her claws out at the next closest, severing her hamstring and dropping her.

      The final one cast a force shield around herself. Idryll leapt, wrapped her paws around the woman’s shoulders, and drove her strong jaws in at her throat. The witch went down from the impact, her shield collapsing until it lay right outside her skin, the teeth an inch away from her neck. She gasped, “I yield.” Idryll opened her mouth a little and gave a quick nod. Her foe threw her wand aside, and the protective barrier vanished. She considered tearing her foe’s throat out anyway, but a deal was a deal. Instead, she head-butted the woman, knocking her senseless, and turned to look for more enemies.
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        * * *

      

      While her teammates were fighting, Morrigan moved quickly from cell to cell, opening the doors and summoning portals to send the occupants to the abbey. She got a surprise in the middle when she opened the door, and an elf who’d hidden inside stabbed at her throat with a dagger. Her keyed-up reflexes were as high as they’d ever been though, and she blocked the blow and delivered an uppercut with the knuckles that snapped loudly and dropped him to the floor. Even without the shock, he would’ve been out from that shot. Serves you right, jerk.

      She grabbed the blade and went to stick it in her belt, remembered she wasn’t wearing one and threw it away in disgust. “When I find out who’s behind all this, we’re going to have a nice long talk that involves many breaking bones and probably a lot of screaming.” The image amused her as she cleared the rest of the cells, then met up with Ruby and Idryll.

      Her sister went down the list of missing people, and Morrigan checked them off one by one against those she’d sent through the portal. When they finished the list, two remained unrescued—twins, children of the Drow who owned Darkest Night. Ruby said, “Okay. They have to be behind that door, and if I have my map right, that’s the garage.”

      Idryll nodded. “I concur.”

      Morrigan knew the words were coming before they arrived, and still, she couldn’t think of an argument against them. Her sister said, “Mo, you have to go. It’s sure to be some sort of trap, and you don’t have any gear with you. Trust me. We’re all set. Head to the abbey and help our people get back where they belong.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. Maybe at the realization that she was about to be safe for the first time since the ordeal began, or in gratitude to her sister and Idryll. Or maybe in frustration that she would miss out on whatever was behind the door. Still, she knew she’d be a liability, and while she would’ve taken the risk for herself, she couldn’t endanger the other two that way. She nodded and sniffed. “See you after. Be careful.”

      Ruby grinned. “You know it.”

      They headed for the garage, and Morrigan didn’t look back as she summoned a portal and hopped through to the safety of the abbey.
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      They entered the garage and discovered the Drow kids inside, cowering at the opposite end of the space. The area was as wide as the entire building, but probably only about twenty feet deep, enough for two large cars end-to-end without too much room left over. No vehicles were present, only six Dark Elves in addition to the captives. One stepped forward, a woman with a white crewcut, battle leathers, dual swords, and knives. She said neutrally, “I presume you freed the others?”

      Ruby nodded. “You have this single opportunity to surrender. Not all of your friends survived, and I can’t promise you will, either.”

      She snorted. “Not my friends and their fate is irrelevant. You stand no chance of defeating us, no matter how good you are. All you did was make our negotiating position that much better.”

      Idryll said, “With whoever hired you.”

      The Drow inclined her head. “If you wish to believe it so.”

      Ruby growled, “Last chance.”

      The other woman countered, “Last chance for you to escape with your lives.”

      “Pop the packs and hit them.” Ruby yanked the lanyard that activated the anti-magic emitter in her backpack and charged forward, drawing her pistol as she went. The leader stepped back, and the others closed ranks in front of her. She heard the hum of Idryll's pack activating and almost laughed at the shocked look on the Dark Elves’ faces when they tried to throw magic but couldn’t.

      Ruby aimed her gun at the nearest, only to have it knocked from her grasp by an expertly thrown dagger that sliced along her hand. She shouted, “Ow,” and wished she had one of Margrave’s conceptual skin-absorbent-healing-packs at her disposal. Instead, she reached over her shoulder and grabbed her sword with the slick hand, squeezing it tightly and hoping the wound wasn’t as deep as it was painful.

      Their foes reacted admirably to losing their magical advantage, drawing their preferred weapons and surging to meet them. Two came at Ruby and three went for Idryll, apparently finding her claws the greater threat. Well, now I’m insulted. The pair bracing her moved so she couldn’t hit them both with a single strike, and she stayed in motion to prevent them from surrounding her. One held daggers, and they licked out quickly and repeatedly, seeking an opening. She evaded them with quick steps and blocked them with her shield bracelets, trusting the metal cuffs to keep her from damage while she used her sword against the Drow holding a matching weapon.

      Even with the anti-magic emitters running, Shalia and Tyrsh spoke into her mind, glorying in the battle. Making subtle shifts in accord with their suggestions got her inside the man’s guard. She slammed her hilt into his nose, and when he staggered backward, slashed down in a diagonal, opening a deep cut across his chest. He fell as blood flowed from the wound. She turned to the other. “Not much without your magic, are you?”

      He threw a knife at her face in response. She blocked it and strode in, intent on ending him quickly and getting to the kids.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll didn’t like the three-on-one odds at all and was determined to improve them immediately. She charged at the closest foe, arriving as he got his daggers properly seated in his grasp. She stabbed out, twisting her wrists, and her claws buried themselves in his upper arms. They tore down the length of the limbs, opening veins and sending him screaming to the ground. She took a painful but not particularly damaging kick to the side from a nearby enemy and swiped her claws at his leg, but he retracted it quickly enough to avoid damage.

      Now that it was two on one, she circled with the pair, meeting feints from the daggers with swipes of her claws and evading blows from the longer sword. They said words, but she was deep in her predator’s mind, and the sounds they made were nothing but the bleating of prey. She twitched at the sword wielder, and the one with the knives took the opportunity to strike, as she’d hoped.

      Idryll sidestepped and delivered a kick to his chest, then put the foot down and pivoted, bringing her other one up in a sweeping kick to his groin. Her foe doubled over, and she landed a punch to the back of his neck, sheathing her claws in a momentary act of mercy. He went face-first into the garage’s concrete floor, and she turned to engage the third. That opponent looked far less confident now than he had when she was outnumbered and angled his sword in a defensive stance. She grinned, showing her fangs. “Poor little elf. Now you’re all alone.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby finished off the one with the daggers quickly, a stab through an arm rendering it useless, followed by a quick kick that broke his leg. She snapped his other wrist to be sure he couldn’t easily reenter the fight and punched him in the temple before heading for the Drow leader. She looked at Ruby and shook her head slowly, backing as far away as she could. “Nice play, can’t argue with that.”

      Ruby scowled. “Shut the hell up, hand over the kids, and lay down on your face with your hands behind your head. I’m only going to ask once.”

      The Dark Elf laughed. “You think you’ve won, but you have to remember. We’re on my home turf.” She hit a button, and one of a pair of innocuous old crates located at the back corners of the garage fell open with a pop to reveal a machine gun turret. The Drow finished, “Which means I have toys you haven’t even thought about.”

      Before her foe could trigger the gun, Ruby grabbed the EMP Margrave had created and threw it at the turret. Only afterward did she remember the device required lightning to activate. She shouted, “Kill the bags,” and yanked on the lanyard. When she felt her power return, she blasted the thing with lightning, and the turret whirred to a stop without firing a single round.

      However, the crate on the other side of the garage had already opened to reveal another. She had to call up a force shield to protect against it and summon a second in front of Idryll. The devices looked old, and she could only duck and hope the Dark Elves hadn’t loaded them with anti-magic bullets. The Drow had prepared the battleground well, and as the thing started to spit out rounds that deflected from her shield, Ruby realized the barrage was too strong for her to do anything but defend. Her enemy summoned a portal, pushed the kids through, and gave a saucy wave before departing.

      When the bullets finally ran out, Ruby let out a string of curses, screaming them at the ceiling. When she’d finished, Idryll asked, “Feel better?”

      “No. Shut up.” She used a force blast to create a hole in the garage door and stalked outside, but her minuscule hope that the Drow would’ve been trying to get outside turned out to be as whimsical as she’d imagined it would be. They’d saved most, but not all. The fury that inspired was all hers, no hint of the artifact tainting it.

      Idryll touched her shoulder tentatively, then gripped it harder. “This is a win. We’ll get the others back.”

      Ruby nodded and put her hand over the shapeshifter’s. “Damn right we will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Julianna Sloane rode in the back of the armored SUV, trying and failing to get rid of her scowl. Her lieutenants sat across from her, looking equally upset. She said, “Who was captured?”

      Smith replied, “Three of the meeting attendees. Don’t worry. They won’t talk.”

      “Who has them?”

      Thompson said, “PDA.”

      Julianna gritted her teeth. “Do we have people in that organization?”

      Smith was almost apologetic. “Only low-level.”

      She shook her head. “Anyone with direct knowledge of our involvement has to be freed or killed immediately. I don’t care which, and I don’t care how. This can’t be allowed to connect back to us. Do you understand?”

      Her lieutenants blinked, seeming surprised at her ruthless demand, then nodded. The SUV slowed to a stop, and the sound of a garage door closing came through the vehicle’s skin. Smith climbed out and offered her a hand.

      She took it and walked from the garage into the living room of a suburban home. Inside the door was a hard-looking Drow male holding a pistol in his right hand and doubtless with a spell ready to cast. When he recognized them, he stepped aside with a nod.

      She continued onward to find the Drow bounty hunter, the only one who had succeeded at her task, reclined in the living room. Her feet were up on the coffee table as she watched a screen showing two children playing in what looked like a bedroom. Blocks floated in the air between the pair, with Xs and Os on them, and she realized they were using magic to play tic-tac-toe. I guess that makes sense, learning through games.

      She shifted her gaze to the Dark Elf. “Are they well?”

      The other woman nodded. “Very. A little put off by the fighting, as you might expect, but they’re rebounding adequately.”

      “Are you ready for the next phase?”

      The Drow laughed and dropped her feet to the floor, leaning forward. “Just tell me which finger you want to send.”

      Julianna released a dark chuckle. “Hopefully that won’t be necessary. Very good work. There will be a bonus payment in your account by the end of the day.” She turned to her lieutenants. “Thompson, begin Phase Two of this operation. Smith, find us more competent people for the next round of attacks. Those Magic City bastards haven’t begun to suffer.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby’s body was in her meditation space, kneeling on the hard floor with magical wards raised around her. Her mind though, was in a place of her creation. Oddly enough, it took the form of a comfortable living room set in the middle of a wide-open grassland. The sun shone overhead, the only clouds in the sky were aesthetically pleasing, and a trio of chairs rested on an ornamental rug facing one another in a triangle.

      Shalia sat to her left, and Tyrsh was on her right. Her sword’s personalities seemed quite satisfied with the most recent battle and had congratulated her on her previous wise choice to use them against the artifact.

      She asked, “Can you do anything more to help me with it?”

      They looked uncomfortably at one another, then Shalia shook her head. “We’ve given you all the support we’re able. Short of having us constantly at hand, where we are empowered to provide active assistance, you have the best we can offer.”

      Ruby sighed. “In that case, my options seem seriously limited. Meditation works, but that requires finding the time to do so. As recent events have shown, that’s not always practical.” She shook her head as the realization of what she had to do descended upon her. Nadar is going to be so happy. “I guess my only option is to see if completing the next stage of the venamisha will give me something that I can use against it. More power, a tool, anything.”

      The two looked reluctant, but they nodded in agreement. “Be sure to bring us along, and use us wisely.”

      Ruby smiled. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Her body opened its eyes, and she rose stiffly to her feet. “How long was I out?”

      From beyond the locked door, Idryll's muffled voice replied, “Two hours.”

      She sighed. Time is so not on my side. “Okay, open up.”

      Morrigan said, “First we have to make sure it’s you. Tell me what happened when we went to that fancy restaurant for Dad’s birthday when you were twelve.”

      She groaned. “Seriously?”

      “We’re only being careful, as Diana told you we should be.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “I spilled lobster bisque all over myself, and Dralen called me crusty crustacean for a week.”

      Both Morrigan and Idryll were laughing as the door opened. Ruby said crossly, “You know, the artifact will probably have access to my memories if it wins.”

      Her sister nodded. “I know. I just love hearing that story.”

      Ruby smacked her sibling as Idryll laughed. The shapeshifter said, “So, what’s the plan?”

      “There’s only one thing I can think of. We’re heading back to Oriceran to fulfill the next part of the prophecy.”

      Idryll stared her hard in the eyes. “You’re taking me with you. Any argument and I’ll kill you right now.”

      Ruby smiled in genuine affection for her partner’s loyalty. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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      Thank you for reading Book 5 in the Magic City Chronicles, and for continuing on to read these author notes! This was a tough one, not going to lie. But it sets up the three-book finish really well, and I believe stands alone as strongly as any of the others.

      Another one of those surprise moments was the appearance of the Drow in the alley. I had planned for the gang members to go after human tourists, and then he showed up out of nowhere. I love it when that happens, even though it means extra revision and planning to make it work.

      Did you ever wonder why the Drow are so often villains, historically speaking, in fantasy? I mean, until Drizzt, I don’t think there was a non-bad-person Dark Elf in the genre. My argument would be that a difficult life underground has made them all highly capable, and they bring that capability to the surface, where it looks like something different.

      I’m really interested to see what our new addition to Magic City turns out to be!

      Martha has given her blessing to the idea of bringing back the Federal Agents of Magic (FAM) for my next series. Tentatively, it’ll be Rogue Agents of Magic (RAM) which I think works really well. It’s my plan that, just like Diana, Rath, and company have appeared in the Scions and Magic City series, we’ll see Ruby, Idryll, Cali, and Fyre in that series. I can’t wait to see what everyone has been up to while we’ve been spending our time in Magic City!

      Civilization VI is beyond addictive. No one should play it. Next up is Sackboy on the PS5, I think. I still have to finish The Last of Us 2, but it went into a flashback and I lost interest and then I bought Civilization and it keeps crashing…. Oh, the trials and tribulations of being me. So challenging. <eyeroll>

      WandaVision is perhaps the most unique show I’ve ever watched. It’s good. Quite good. But I can’t really binge it or anything. The Falcon and the Winter Soldier, on the other hand, it hitting all the right notes for me. Started on Star Trek: Discovery as well, and I have to say, the first season really holds up against the best of Trek.

      The kid is pumped for the Marvel movies in the theatres this year. So am I. We made our pilgrimage to Hershey Park for opening day, which is an experience we’ll (hopefully) never do again. Amusement parks and cold weather just don’t go together.

      I’m working on an epic amusement park trip for the summer. Three parks, plus a half-day hike in a giant cave, a full day of hiking in a waterfall-filled state park, and finish with a visit to my longest-lasting friend. Then, maybe one more Amusement park on the way home. I’m not sure I have the stamina to keep up with a 10-year-old for that long one on one, though. I’m not sure anyone does.

      Before I go, once again, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.
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      My father was fond of saying my best trait was also my worst trait. I’m stubborn. Now, my relationship with my father was ‘complicated’, and that saying was aimed as yet another joke at my expense.

      But he was right, sort of.

      I have recently gotten a reminder of the value of that saying, and just how much of the wonderfulness that makes up me that he missed.

      It started with trying to do some of the things I had put off between moving to Austin, house buying, and then all of 2020. (2020 is probably going to become code word for monumental cluster fuck.)

      One item on my list was to get a physical and find a general practitioner. One visit, though, lead to a few tests, which lead to a lot more doctors and before I knew it – a few interesting diagnoses. I’ll keep this part short.

      Turns out I had an impressive hiatal hernia and an enlarged thyroid – no symptoms. Maybe. It’s kind of fun when you see specialists and get to watch their eyes grow when they find out just how far things have failed. Then they would ask me the question again. “Are you sure? No symptoms?”

      Nope. Again, well, maybe.

      Two things were probably happening. It came on so slowly that I was the frog in a pan of water as it slowly turned hotter. I didn’t notice. The other was that I had things to do so I kept going. It wasn’t big enough to get me to stop and pay a lot of attention That stubborn trait may have been at play.

      Anyway, both were far enough along that it wasn’t if they had to be repaired, but when. One surgeon had an opening in two days so I took it. And voila, a week ago the hernia was fixed. A week and a half from now the thyroid will be vanquished and I will be learning to deal with that too.

      Here we are at the place where stubbornness is going to come in handy, and where there’s more to me, if someone just looked more closely, that is serving me well. After operation number one I tried to get back up and return to semi-normal and for once, it didn’t work. Even doing a series of small chores in one day added up to a miserable evening.

      It didn’t take long for me to notice that if I wanted to get better, I needed to change my behavior. Added plot twist – I live alone with two dogs and things still need to get done.

      I could have chosen to hang on to stubborn and get more frustrated or knuckle down and just do it. But instead, I did this wonderful thing that was always just on the other side of stubborn.

      I reached out and asked for help from everyone around me. For little things mostly. Take the garbage cans to the street. Walk the dog. Come and sit next to me. The response has been immediate and amazing. I even made it clear that these requests were going to continue for probably the next month.

      That second operation is looming and will take an entirely new type of adjusting, but I’ll get there, and I’ll do it with help.

      Once again, I was reminded that most of us want to give as well as receive. We want to be wanted, even in the smallest of ways and I ended up giving myself a gift as well. Closer connections, more rest, and a reminder the helpers are always there when we look for them. (Thank you Mr. Rogers) How weird that from some of the toughest patches of a journey come the sweetest memories. More adventures to follow.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The comm in her ear came jarringly to life in the quiet of the night. Kayleigh, the tech with the callsign “Glam,” announced, “Drones show no activity.” That’s not useful, Ruby thought snarkily. After several training sessions to better integrate with Diana Sheen’s agents, she, Idryll, and Morrigan were in the field for their first real operation alongside them. Ruby and Idryll were teamed up with Cara Binot and Anik Khan, “Croft” and “Khan,” respectively. Diana, Rath, Morrigan, and Tony Ryan were functioning as a separate unit and currently holding a position across the target compound from them.

      The place was allegedly a religious commune, and Demetrius’s research showed it to be a legitimate nonprofit with sites in several states. This one was also a front for the black-market-magic-item-trade, including the Rhazdon artifacts Diana’s team was interested in. Ruby absently rubbed her arm through her costume, directly over the spot where the artifact that had embedded itself into her body rested. She was doing a better job of keeping its voice at bay, thanks to training from Diana’s Drow mentor Nylotte, but she still worried about it frequently. At least it’s not a constant worry anymore. Baby steps.

      Diana said, “Thermal scans?”

      Glam replied, “Same as the last time you asked, Boss. A couple in each building, far fewer than our surveillance spotted entering during the day.”

      Morrigan observed, “So, this is a front and they portaled to a different location?”

      Ruby shrugged. “Maybe. Or could be it’s something simpler.” She reached behind her to the compartment on her belt that held the tiny drone, retrieved it, and set the vehicle on the ground. Margrave had upgraded the control system, which was now a cuff she wore as part of her costume. Only the thin silver ring encircling the tip of her right index finger could activate its touchscreen display. She launched the craft and switched it into rotating detection modes. It would look for sound, thermal, electricity, and even sense the presence of magic, although that last one was still a work in progress since its range was dismal. “Glam, my drone is out.”

      The tech replied, “On it.” A moment later, her local view of the drone’s camera in her mask’s eyepiece converted to a feed from the agents’ headquarters showing the same thing but shared among the entire team. She piloted it close to the nearest Quonset hut, one of four curved buildings arrayed without apparent logic on the property. As it swished along the side, the rotors chopping mostly ineffectively at the tall grass, the thermal image displayed a smear of color. She tapped the command to lock onto that detection mode and put the drone into a hover. The display showed blobs moving where there were none to be seen.

      Diana said, “Underground. Makes sense. The Quonset huts are big enough to hide any evidence of their excavation, assuming there weren’t tunnels there already. They probably have a defense inside to resist thermal sensing, but they couldn’t spread it everywhere, so your drone was able to pick up something ours higher up couldn’t.”

      Glam growled, “I’ve been telling you we need to upgrade the drones.”

      Diana snorted. “I’ve been telling you we need to put our time and energy into other things, not to mention our limited funds.” Ruby didn’t know much about the team that called themselves the Federal Agents of Magic but wasn’t surprised to hear that the government didn’t provide them with an overly abundant amount of operating capital.

      In a tone that conveyed the continuation of a long-running conversation, the tech replied, “That’s why we need to start liberating some valuable items from adventures like this and selling them off the books. Or turn them in for rewards. Either way.”

      Khan sighed loudly. “That would be highly unethical, and you know it.”

      Glam countered, “So says the guy who makes his living inflicting property damage in large amounts. When I picture you during operations, you’re always carrying one of those cartoonish black sphere bombs with a lit fuse sticking out of the top. You’re doing it right now, aren’t you? Admit it.”

      Diana cut the chatter short. “Don’t insult Khan. You know how he gets hurt when you make fun of his toys. My team will enter the Quonset hut nearest us. Croft, take yours into the one closest to you. We go in one minute from mark.” A countdown appeared in Ruby’s display. At first, it had been difficult getting used to having data from the tech appear unexpectedly on a lens of her mask, but now it seemed completely normal.

      She patted her equipment for at least the tenth time since they’d crawled into position a half-hour before. Bulletproof vest, pistol, extra magazines, dart gun around her forearm, daggers at her hips, and her sword across her back. The throwing knives never left her boots except when targeted at an enemy, so there was no need to check them. She touched the flasks on her chest and thigh pouch containing healing and energy potions. From beside her, Idryll asked, “Did you lose anything since you last checked five minutes ago?”

      Ruby scowled at her companion. The shapeshifter seemed to relish making fun of her when Diana’s people were on comms. “Shut it, you, or I’ll drop your disguise so everyone targets you first.” Ruby maintained an illusion that made her and the tiger-woman look like the agents, who wore masks in addition to their standard gear. Morrigan would be doing the same. No reason to let our enemies know that the protectors of Magic City are part of tonight’s adventure.

      Although technically the compound was a little out of their jurisdiction, an hour’s drive away from Ely, Ruby wouldn’t miss a chance to be involved in anything artifact-related until she figured out a way to master the thing in her arm or remove it. Unfortunately, since the only proven method of separating oneself from a Rhazdon artifact is dying, my options for the latter aren’t looking all that good. Idryll had suggested they could cut off the limb and see if that did the trick and offered to wield the sword to do it, but Ruby wasn’t quite ready to give that a try, either.

      Croft ordered, “I’m first, then Jewel, then Cat, then Khan.” Glam was responsible for their new codenames, and they fit well. Morrigan’s was Barb, a reference to the wicked hooks on some of the arrows she carried. Deacon’s voice popped up now and again in service of his role handling the technical aspects of the run, other than surveillance, which was Glam’s purview.

      When the clock ran out, they dashed forward to the Quonset hut and put their backs against the wall next to the door. Croft nodded, and Khan moved to the doors and yanked on a handle. “Locked, but not for long.” He pushed a small rectangle onto the seam above the handles and took a step away. It detonated with a soft pop, and the doors swung freely. He grabbed one and pulled it open, and Ruby followed Croft into the dimly lit space.

      As the heat signatures from Glam’s drone had indicated, a pair of occupants were inside. Both were in motion, rising from chairs set at a round table that held a deck of cards and two bottles of Coke. Individual cards drifted toward the ground as the two men snatched guns holstered at their waists. As they’d arranged in advance, Croft darted forward to the one on the left and used her left hand to prevent him from bringing the gun to bear and delivered a right cross to his temple. A loud snap sounded as the agent’s stun glove discharged, and her opponent dropped.

      Ruby wasn’t wearing gloves, but she did have low-profile metal knuckles over her right hand, which she’d charged to full before heading out for the operation. Margrave had designed them to deliver just enough power to take out a human, so when she drove her punch into the man’s nose, it smashed the cartilage and knocked him unconscious. Idryll complained, “You could’ve left one of them for me.”

      Croft ordered, “Find the way down.” The others moved to examine the floor of the building, which seemed to be irregular layers of cheap plywood stacked a few deep. Ruby piloted her drone inside and ran it around the space, seeking telltales. It was Khan who found it, noting that a piece of the floor creaked a little more than the rest as he walked over it. A quick search revealed an exceedingly thin gap in the wood, covered by a clever disguise. They pried it up and discovered a ladder descending a hewn rock chimney. Croft snapped a glow stick and threw it into the opening, revealing the end of the vertical shaft twenty feet below. “Let’s do it.” She jumped, doubtless planning to use magic to break her fall.

      Idryll sighed. “You have an incredibly agile and profoundly bored member of your team who could do that jump without magic, but do you send her first? No, of course not.”

      Ruby clapped her on the back. “I’m sure there will be plenty of fun for everyone.”

      Diana’s voice came over the comm. “We’re underground. Be wary. The approaches are trapped.”

      There was a sizzle and a snap from below, but no other response. Ruby asked, “Croft?”

      The absence of a reply shot anxiety through her. Khan said, “Go to it, Cat. Be careful. Maybe use the ladder.” Before he’d finished the sentence, Idryll had leapt down after their team leader.
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      Ruby followed Idryll down and found Croft waiting for them at the bottom. The agent said, “There was a stun trap down here. My magic set it off, so it didn’t get me, but it fried my comm.” Ruby reported that information to Khan, who was still on his way down and heard him share it with Diana. The agents’ leader said, “Okay, Khan, you’re in charge. Tell Croft she’s paying for the replacement comm. Let me guess. She jumped instead of climbing down the ladder.”

      Khan laughed. “Got it in one.”

      Diana’s response was amused. “True to form. I love that about her. Okay, the sensors in my suit aren’t giving me much, but it looks like there’s a tunnel in front of me.”

      He hopped down the last couple rungs and replied, “Same here.” The data filled in as a wireframe map on Ruby’s eyepiece. “Not getting anything from very far away either, though.”

      “Assume there will be traps. Move quickly, but safely. What direction is yours in?”

      “North-northwest.”

      After a second’s pause, Glam said, “If the tunnels are reasonably straight, that should bring you both toward the same location.”

      Diana replied, “Makes sense. Okay, let’s get moving.”
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        * * *

      

      Diana connected her comm exclusively to Morrigan. “Barb, you all good?”

      “One hundred percent.”

      “Excellent.” She switched to the party channel. “Rambo, you have the best senses here. Go scout.”

      The troll, wearing his custom version of their battle armor with the rectangular case holding his mechanical wings strapped on his back, chirped, “Right on, Boss,” and advanced warily. “Traps. Why did there have to be traps?”

      Diana sighed. “You’ve been using that Raiders of the Lost Ark quote way too often lately. I think you need to watch more movies.”

      “The classics always work.” They moved forward through the dimly lit passage, the illumination coming from LED lanterns hanging from above. The roof of the corridor was only a couple of inches above her head, so she had to swerve out of the way of the lighting instruments whenever they appeared. Rath, in his three-foot form, had no problems with them. She froze as he said, “Stop.”

      “Physical or magical?”

      “Physical at least. The dust is disturbed, but I don’t see anything.”

      Diana looked where he was pointing and waited while her display cycled through detection modes, revealing nothing. She crouched and extended her magical senses, looking for a clue. “Okay, there’s something arcane there. I’m guessing it’s an illusion, but a pretty sophisticated one. I wouldn’t want to set off the trap by dispelling it.” She connected to the other team and warned them of what she’d found, then added, “Let’s try that old Indiana Jones trick.”

      She scraped her glove along the ground, gathering up dust, then rose and threw it forward in a line that extended from the floor to the ceiling. At about shin level, the particles were disturbed by something. She reported over the comm, “Looks like a magical tripwire. We’ll try going over it. Rath, you’re the most agile. Have at it.” In the past, she’d been a little overprotective of her troll life partner. After their headquarters in Pittsburgh blew up and they’d relocated to the vimana, he’d spent an impressive amount of time training with anyone who would teach him things and was now the equal of any of them.

      To be honest, given his ability to grow into a seven-foot version with muscles that would put a bodybuilding champion to shame, probably better than most of us. She watched as he carefully examined the ground beyond the tripwire before flowing into a somersault leap with no apparent windup. He landed cleanly on the opposite side, and she held her breath, waiting. Nothing happened, and the rest of the team followed, though generally less acrobatically. “Going over it worked. I’ll let you know if we find another one.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Khan replied, “Affirmative.” They had found their tripwire, and he carefully led the way over it. After, he asked, “Jewel, have anything that will help here?”

      Ruby answered, “Not really. I can create an illusory version of us, but it’s not a physical thing. It would only set off traps that involve cameras or maybe sound if I made them noisy. Never actually tried that before.”

      He shook his head. “I haven’t spotted any cameras, and no electrical lines run through here, so I presume the outer perimeter devices we defeated on our way in were the only electronic surveillance. Let’s keep that option in reserve.”

      They continued forward, and Ruby sensed growing anxiety in her partner. She whispered, “Idryll, what’s up?”

      The shapeshifter frowned. “I sense danger, that’s all. I don’t know why, and I don’t know from where.”

      They navigated two more of the invisible tripwires before the passage changed, widening out ten feet ahead. Khan stopped them and warned, “Moments of transition like this are always good spots for trouble. Especially right before the changeover.” He spoke with the confidence of long experience rigging traps. As the agents’ primary demolition man, such things were his specialty. He led them into the larger space cautiously, everyone scanning the walls, floors, and ceiling for dangers.

      When they were all inside, an unexpected set of metal bars dropped into place in front of and behind them. They all crouched, seeking additional threats. The sound of hissing announced the dispersal of gas into their area. Thank goodness our masks filter out hazardous chemicals. Ruby felt good about that for almost an entire second before Khan observed, “That’s gasoline vapor.”
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        * * *

      

      The tunnel widened ahead, and Diana took the lead position from Rath. She sent the other agent, Tony Ryan to the back. She gripped the rifle hanging from the strap at her chest and pointed it forward, then moved forward in a slow crouch, walking heel to toe and keeping her balance centered. The comms fell suddenly silent, the hiss of the open channel that was their constant companion absent. Ryan said, “Jamming. Working on it.” He was responsible for local tech and operated effectively even without Glam and Deacon backing him up.

      She replied, “We can’t wait. Keep moving.” She spotted the openings in the wall an instant before the bars tried to slam out and trap them. Dropping her rifle, she summoned force magic and pushed back, holding them immobile. “Go through quickly.” The strain against her power wasn’t an immediate problem, but she couldn’t restrain the barriers forever, either. When the others were through, she released the rear one, moved out of the planned trap, and let the other go. As it locked into place, gas hissed from vents in the ceiling. She led her team farther down the tunnel, then turned thoughtfully. “Automatic trap, or did someone deploy it?”

      Rath replied, “I didn’t see a trigger.”

      Morrigan said, “Me neither, so maybe they turned on the jamming to hide the system of cameras or whatever they’re using?”

      She nodded. “Possible. Let’s not disappoint them.” She summoned an orb of fire in her hand and threw it at the bars. When it met the gas, it exploded in a fiery conflagration. “Hopefully, that’ll confuse them. Time to move.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby created a gust of wind and blew the gas through the metal fence and back along the tunnel. “Don’t know if they were trying to suffocate us, incinerate us, or whatever, but let’s not find out. Idryll, can you do something with those bars?”

      The shapeshifter nodded. The rails were fairly far apart, and a few more inches on each side would give them room to squeeze through. She performed the partial transformation Ruby had watched her often practicing in the recent past, adding the musculature of her tiger form to parts of her body while holding onto the benefits of leverage and, well, hands her humanoid physique offered. She strained at the bars, and Ruby envisioned a horizontal line of force between them, calling the magic into being and attempting to widen it, adding more pressure to the vertical rails. They parted with a groan, and the team went through cautiously, one by one. Khan said, “The time for subtlety seems to be at an end. Let’s do this.”

      They charged forward in a line, and when the tunnel ended in a door, Ruby used force magic to blast off its hinges and send it into the room without breaking stride. They entered a large space, roughly rectangular, that looked like it had been chopped out of the stone by physical labor. It was home to a half-dozen tables with surprised-looking beings around them, as well as a bunch of guards. She noted two other entrances to the chamber, a broad set of double doors to her left and one identical to their entry portal ahead of her. That one banged open an instant later to reveal the other team moving at speed into the area.

      Ruby strengthened her shields, drew her pistol, and yelled, “Everyone down and no one gets hurt.”

      Predictably, not one of them dropped to the floor. Instead, half of the group started to grab things off the tables while the other half moved to attack the invaders, particularly the one who had shouted at them a moment before. Why doesn’t anyone ever listen to me?
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      Diana noted the other team’s presence across the room, but the scene inside caught her attention. A dozen magicals were on the move to repel their invasion, and about that number were grabbing stuff off the tables and shoving it into bags or bins. She snapped, “Barb, engage anyone at range. Stark, you stay back. Make sure they don’t escape through these tunnels. Rambo, you have right. I’ll take center.” She had to shout the words because the jamming was still interfering with their comms.

      Mental note, have Glam and Deacon figure out how they compromised our communication and ensure it never happens again. She lifted her rifle and squeezed off three bullets at the lead enemy. The elf summoned a magical shield, but the anti-magic rounds ignored it on their way to lodging in his chest and shoulder. His last-minute flinch saved him from her center mass aim, but he was out of the fight. If he doesn’t get quick medical attention, he’ll soon be out of everything. Diana recalled moments in her career where she’d felt concern and remorse about such events. Now, after her team gave a warning, she considered combat damage simply the result of a foe’s poor choices and slept soundly afterward.

      To her right, Rath hurled knives at high speed, depleting all six of his daggers in twice that many seconds. They flew true, and while they succeeded in impaling the first enemy he targeted, the second summoned a shield to block them. She traversed her aim to the next target, then had to dive aside as one of the tables hurtled forward directly in between her and her objective. Dammit, they coped with the anti-magic bullets much faster than I would’ve liked. She dropped the rifle to hang from its strap and drew her sword, Fury’s battle cry echoing in her head. She charged at the one who threw the table at her, a dwarf with a nasty scar wearing an expression to match.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan had few targeting options, given the general melee that was developing. She let the first arrow fly in a shallow arc over the heads of the front ranks. It landed in the back of the chamber, smacking one of the people fleeing toward the room’s rear exit. The impact only caused her target to stumble forward, but when the knockout gas spread, that person fell. Another was quick on the uptake, casting a spell to move the vapor away, smartly sending it back at the nearest attacker. If we weren’t wearing masks, that play might have been effective.

      Her fingers had already found the next arrow in her quiver, and she fitted it to the string and loosed it. It slammed into the rear wall, discharging vibrations that would mess with the inner ear of anyone in a six-foot semi-circle. She assumed the stone would stop it from penetrating beyond the room but had never tested to see. Another item for the to-do list. Its effects were immediate, and those nearest stumbled and fell to the floor as their sense of balance abandoned them. The power cell in the arrow was only good for about ten seconds, but it would be enough to keep a few people out of the fight during its active stage and for however long it took them to regain their equilibrium after.

      Her fingers brushed against an explosive arrow, but she decided that would be literal overkill in such a small space. Instead, she chose one of the sharpened arrows that had inspired her call sign and searched the battlefield for the most powerful-looking enemy who wasn’t currently paying attention to her. She found a hulking Kilomea that had been standing guard against the back wall and was now charging into the melee. An instant later, the missile was speeding toward him.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll had charged forward as soon as the enemy had moved. She concentrated to maintain some extra strength in her arms and torso, not as much as she’d needed to bend the bars, but sufficient to give her an additional edge in the fight. Not that I really need another edge. She extended her claws, the sharp talons coming out of her fingertips, and leapt with a shout toward the closest elf. He summoned a fast shield that wasn’t strong enough to stop her completely, and she scored a trio of bloody furrows along his cheek. Only his last-minute twist saved the eye she’d targeted. She stabbed the other hand in at his sternum, but he blocked down with a hard strike, numbing her fingers. It was only when the knee crashed into her stomach ahead of her instinctive block that she realized he had amplified his speed. She straightened from her reflexive protective curve and retreated into a fighting stance to await his next attack.

      It didn’t take long to arrive. His combat style was quick and short-range, intended to offer an opponent the smallest possible amount of time to react to his incredibly fast strikes. She let her thoughts go and trusted instinct, and her claws sliced along both of his arms as she deflected punches that were almost too swift to see. She caught a rising kick on her foot and spun as soon as she returned it to the ground, bringing a heel around toward his head. He dropped to avoid it and punched her knee.

      Idryll twisted enough that the joint didn’t break, but the leg collapsed underneath her. She rolled in that direction and came up quickly, jamming her leg backward in a back kick. It caught the incoming elf and knocked him back a step. She set that foot down and spun, feinting another kick and bringing her fist around at temple height. His effort to deflect it was too slow, and he flew sideways from the force of the amplified blow, no longer a threat.

      She pointed across the chamber at one of the two Kilomea who had been flanking the rear doors when they’d entered. He nodded and beckoned her forward, drawing a long ax from a sheath on his back. I do so love a good playmate.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby still hadn’t developed the instinct of going for her gun first, and by the time her brain thought of it, furniture was already flying through the room as a physical barrier to defend against the anti-magic rounds. In the interim, she had whipped a line of force at the nearest enemy, wrapped it around his feet, and yanked it hard to drop him onto his back. A stream of flame followed immediately after, but the elf had the presence of mind to summon a shield to intercept it. She charged toward the center of the chamber, leaving him for someone else to finish.

      The clatter of a grenade accompanied by billowing smoke signaled Khan’s entry into the fight, and Croft was already halfway through the space, daggers in her hands as she raced at a pair of defenders who were falling back toward the rear doors. It had quickly become evident that members of the enemy group were heading through that exit, carrying items away that probably included the artifacts they sought. Ruby used a force blast to launch herself into the air, fully intending to sail over the fray using the two-story height of the chamber to her advantage. It was not to be, however. A gnome employed her tactics against her by wrapping a line of shadow around her ankles and jerking her toward the ground.

      The touch of the dark power woke the artifact in her arm, and its chatter in her mind urged her to put it to use, offered help with no strings. Right. As if. She pushed the idea aside as she used force magic to cushion her impact on the stone floor. Ruby rolled and sent a stuttering blast of fire darts at the gnome, forcing him to summon a shield and abandon the shadow rope around her ankles. She drew her sword in one hand and her dagger in the other as she rose, and used the latter to call up a shield to intercept the shadow bolts he threw at her face.

      For a moment, they remained motionless, regarding each other. He was of average height for his species and wore a vest full of bulging pockets. A screwdriver handle stuck out of one, and she wondered if he was a technomancer like her and Margrave. She decided it was something to check out later because that might have implications for the bigger picture and charged him. By the time she crossed the distance, he had summoned a large staff made of force, with a wicked edge along the top and bottom portions. It was a magical weapon of the type she’d never seen before, most analogous to a double-ended spear. It gave him the reach his size took away, and he spun the object with more skill and strength than she would’ve expected.

      Ruby deflected the first swing with a raised sword, but he quickly disengaged it and stabbed at her eyes, again much more skillfully than predicted. She took a step backward and yanked her head back to avoid it, then threw out a force blast intended to knock him off his feet. He let go of the spear with one hand and cast a spell to nullify hers without breaking the rotational pattern of his defense. Damn, the little guy’s good. Not good enough though, unless he has eyes in the back of his head.

      She reached out with her force magic, grabbed one of the tables already in midair, and pulled. The gnome—who was halfway between her and the object—lost his grip on the spear at its impact and stumbled forward in an uncontrolled rush. Her knee snapped to meet his head as he came into range, and he went down. She yelled, “I’m going after the ones who escaped,” then turned toward the doors.

      They slammed shut in front of her, and another one of the heavy gates fell to block her path, dropping several inches under the floor’s surface into a hidden channel. These bars were so close together that there would be no bending them aside. “Dammit,” she muttered and spun back to deal with the bad guys who weren’t on the other side of the barrier.
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      Cleaning out the remainder of the enemies took only a few minutes. After their numbers fell below a critical mass, they dropped to their knees and surrendered, and Diana’s agents converged to bind their hands and feet with zip ties and stabilize those in need of medical attention. Meanwhile, the rest of them moved to the back of the room. Diana slammed a force blast out at the gate, but it did nothing more than rattle it.

      Morrigan asked, “Maybe fire?”

      Ruby shook her head. “We don’t have the sort of temperature to melt metal without additional chemicals or whatever. We have to either figure out how to raise it or brute force it.”

      “I am the brute squad,” Rath replied and grew to his seven-foot size in the time it took him to reach the gate. He motioned to Idryll, and the shapeshifter did that thing where she made herself stronger, the muscles in her body bulging enough to seem downright unnatural on her humanoid figure. Together, they gripped the bars and tried to lift the barrier, but it wouldn’t budge. Rath, his voice much deeper in this form, said, “Something must be blocking it.”

      Diana nodded. “Makes sense. Deploys by gravity, probably with a latch that holds it in place on each side once it falls past. Wouldn’t even have to be a big one. Let’s try again, but use telekinesis to help.” They summoned their magics and worked together, and while the metal groaned, it steadfastly refused to rise. Diana sighed. “We’re not going to let this stop us. Whatever your hardest-hitting magic is, do what you can to build it up.” She raised her voice and called, “Croft, get over here.”

      It took them a moment to organize the plan, then they created a semi-circle around the door and launched all their magics at once. The gate blew back through the doors, hurtling into the room beyond. It slammed into the tail of a heavy truck headed up a ramp on the opposite side. They charged in, throwing magic at the departing vehicle, but nothing hit. Tony Ryan ran over to some equipment set in the wall, and suddenly their comms worked properly again. Diana snapped, “Glam, Deacon, tell me you have them.”

      Deacon sounded slightly offended. “Of course. Two drones on the vehicles now. Several are on foot, heading cross-country. We’re tasking additional drones to them.”

      “Good work. We’re going after the vehicles. Are the drones armed?”

      Glam replied, “Non-lethal only.”

      “Dammit, why?”

      “Because we chose the ones with longer range since you’re out in the middle of freaking nowhere, and they can’t carry both weapon types because of weight and power issues. Plus, you know, it’s not nice to kill people.”

      During the conversation, the teams moved toward a pair of vehicles the escapees had left behind, presumably those that would’ve contained the defenders. Diana ordered, “Jewel, Barb, Cat, Rambo, with me. We’re going after the cars. The rest of you clean up the runners.” Affirmative replies came as Diana climbed behind the wheel and Ruby took the shotgun position. The truck wasn’t as big as a Humvee, but it was larger than any commercial model she’d ridden in. The tires spun, then grabbed as Diana slammed on the accelerator, and they shot out after their targets.

      Now that the comms worked again, data flowed to the lenses of her mask. A small window filled with the feed from the drones and overlaid a wireframe map showing the road and their distance from the targets across the rest of one eye. Three vehicles had escaped, and fortunately the path ahead offered no areas where they could veer off for several miles unless they wanted to go off-roading. Diana ordered, “Bring down a drone. Let’s see what a stun blast does to the one in front.”

      Diana piloted the car smoothly, and Ruby imagined the others were watching the drone feed the same as she was. Rath muttered, “Caltrops. Light, and would be good against cars.”

      Glam replied, “Excellent idea, Rambo. We’ll add that into the next drone design.”

      “And into my flight equipment, I think.”

      Ruby made a mental note to do the same for her larger drones. The troll was right. Packed properly, they wouldn’t take much space or add much weight, especially if she used the correct materials. I bet Margrave would know the best choices to balance those imperatives. Plus, he’ll be totally into using such an old-school weapon in a new tech craft. That was one of the qualities they shared, the sheer joy of finding innovative uses for already existing things. The drone caught up and launched its attack. The car swerved slightly but didn’t otherwise react. Then the back window rolled down, and a fireball slammed into the drone, destroying it. Glam shouted, “Dammit, now I’m angry.”

      Ruby watched the feed as the second drone swooped in toward the escapees. This time, it looped around the vehicle’s front and rammed into the driver’s side of the windshield instead of trying anything fancy. The video went dead, the last view a shocked expression on the man's face behind the wheel, but by then they were near enough to see the convoy in the distance. A cloud of sand, dust, and smoke flew up as the truck tumbled off the road, rolling repeatedly. The number of times it flipped ensured that anyone inside would be concussed, at the least, so they could collect them at leisure later. Ruby dismissed it from her thoughts and focused on the other two. “I have a solution for one, but not the other.”

      Diana nodded. “Then let’s hit the one in the back as we go by.” Ruby imagined the truck surging forward, but surely that was only in her mind, as the agent was doubtless already pushing the vehicle for all it was worth. Ruby grabbed the EMP from her belt, then rolled down the passenger side window. Behind her, Morrigan said, “You know I have better aim than you do.”

      Ruby snorted. “Hardly.”

      Idryll countered, “I’ve gone on several patrols with her. It’s true. She does. I mean, you’re average at best, and she’s way above average. Almost as good as I am.”

      Rath giggled and brushed the knives in his vest that he’d retrieved while they worked on blasting the door down. “I can go for the tires.”

      Ruby sighed and handed the EMP back over her shoulder. “Fine, Barb,” she emphasized the call sign as she rolled up her window, “but don’t miss. We only have one.”

      Morrigan took it and breathed, “My precious,” making everyone on the comms laugh.

      Croft’s voice broke in to announce that they’d captured the runners and were returning with them to the facility. Diana said, “Make a quick survey of the place and take whatever seems important, in addition to any artifacts they left behind.”

      Ruby asked, “Why the rush?” She’d figured they would go back and spend some time gathering intelligence.

      Diana nodded forward and to the left. “Drone at eleven o’clock, forty degrees up. Not one of ours, I’m guessing.”

      Glam confirmed, “Nope. I’m bringing the other two toward you, but they won’t be in range for another four or five minutes.”

      Ruby growled, “Damn Paranormal Defense Agency. I’m so tired of those bastards.”

      Idryll laughed. “Probably not as tired of them as they are of you, though.”

      “Fair point.” The conversation died as they pulled even with the second truck. Morrigan primed the EMP grenade, waited the perfect amount of time, then lobbed it at the other vehicle. Diana swerved off the road, and their progress became a series of bumps and jolts. A loud crump sounded as the projectile detonated, and the enemy SUV immediately fell back.

      “Bloody hell,” Diana snarled. “If they have artifacts in there, they’ll be gone with them before we can get there to clean them up.”

      Rath replied, “On it,” and his window whisked down. As he started climbing out, headed for the roof, Idryll followed.

      Ruby said, “Be careful.”

      The shapeshifter laughed. “When am I not?”

      Ruby opened her window and stuck her head around, and a moment later saw Rath airborne, his mechanical wings extended as he flew back toward the enemy car. Idryll hit the ground running from her leap, her impressive speed carrying her in the direction of the disabled vehicle.

      The ride had smoothed out once Diana rejoined the road, and Ruby climbed onto the roof. Morrigan joined her a moment later. A conveniently placed cargo rack on the top had room for her to shove her boots under it, and she wedged herself in place. Her sister did the same beside her, then hit the button to extend her bow and put an arrow to it. Ruby asked, “Razor?”

      Her sister nodded. “Don’t think I can risk any of the others.”

      “Okay. If it doesn’t work, I’ll hit the thing with the force blast, see if I can break the windows, and force them off the road. I doubt I have the power to knock the car over, but I’ll give it a good try.”

      Diana laughed. “You two are crazy. Perfect to work with us.”

      Glam said, “Hey, I resemble that remark.”

      The agents’ leader groaned. “Really? You’re the brightest bulb on the team, and that’s the best line you could come up with? Try harder.”

      Morrigan's arrow flew true and slammed into the back tire. The car slewed immediately, then tumbled forward along the pavement. Diana hit the brakes to avoid crashing into it, and with a sudden wrench, Ruby was involuntarily airborne. She twisted in midair and sent a fireball at the PDA drone that had closed to watch the conclusion of the chase. She cushioned her landing with a full-body force cocoon a moment before she struck the ground.

      Diana sounded amused. “That wasn’t nice. No wonder the PDA doesn’t like you.

      Ruby groaned as she finally stopped rolling, fought down nausea, and let her hands fall to the sides as she stared up into the night. Not sure if those stars are really there or if they’re spinning around my head cartoon style. She coughed and replied, “He sends drones after me, and I knock them out of the sky. It’s a thing we have.”

      Rath’s voice chimed in, “A sign of true love if ever there was one.” The rest of the agents echoed his gleeful laughter. Ruby shook her head, realized it hurt, and closed her eyes, checking out of the situation until someone came to get her.
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      Paul Andrews resisted the urge to throw the computer tablet he gripped with white fingers across the room. Despite his outward appearance as a polished professional, complete with a three-piece suit and pocket watch today, he was as furious as he could remember being in the recent past. He forced his voice to remain calm and relaxed the death grip on the tablet, setting it carefully on the table in front of him and clasping his hands behind his back. No one would notice that they clenched into fists as long as he didn’t turn around. “So, what you’re saying is that we had no information on this major event within our jurisdiction ahead of time, and aside from a single drone, no coverage of it?”

      The chamber could be mistaken for a business conference room since that’s what it had been in a previous life. They had taken the top floor of an office building in one of the city’s industrial parks as theirs. The people seated around him might’ve been junior executives in their suits, ties, and formal blouses according to preference. They weren’t. Instead, they were the sharp tip of the spear that defended Northern Nevada from rogue magicals. Heaven knows we have plenty of those here.

      His second-in-command Charlotte Krenn nodded, braver than the rest. “That’s exactly right, boss. It happened a long way outside the city, and we don’t have the sort of surveillance network in place out there as we do here in town.”

      Her calm, rational tone cut through some of his anger. “So, early information said this looked like a government operation. Do we have any new data?” The event had transpired the previous night, and he’d enjoyed a good night’s sleep while his people researched it. Another team member, a man with a five o’clock shadow from his nocturnal work session, replied, “Nothing useful. Black outfits, nothing obvious to tell us who they were. We’re enhancing the footage where we can, but as soon as the drone got close enough to see anything clearly, the fireball took it out.”

      Paul shook his head. “Why aren’t those things hardened against magic attacks?”

      The chief technical person of his operation, not coincidentally the youngest agent as well, replied, “They are. The blast was sufficiently powerful to break through. Even though our models are bigger than the norm, they’re not exactly armor-plated. It’s a balancing act between range, armament, and defensive strength.”

      Andrews cut him off with a raised hand, getting the sense that the man could happily talk for an hour on the subject. “I understand. So, what we need is more of them, then. Surveillance report.”

      A woman at the far end of the table with short spiky black hair and a muscular physique that strained the seams of her clothes replied, “We have the Strip locked down. We’re into the cameras there and have regular drone patrols going. The casinos won’t give us access to their feeds, of course.” Her derisive tone set off additional grumbles around the room. She continued, “We’ve rented two apartments south of the Strip and nothing north. We tasked the drones that fly over the main drag to loop through the area between it and the mountains in that direction afterward. The rentals have surveillance outposts and drone installations on the roofs.”

      He nodded. “When we finish here, let’s drop in on them. No warnings,” he cautioned. Random inspections were a standard part of his leadership toolkit. “So, what’s the limiting factor keeping us from knowing everything there is to know?”

      She gave a slight shrug. “Equipment, naturally. We only have so many resources to pull in, and headquarters has been reluctant to give us more.” Andrews scowled. Despite taking on the situation in Ely while continuing to maintain an appropriate presence in Reno, he hadn’t received much in the way of additional material support from the higher-ups. They say they reward initiative, but when you actually take some of it, turns out that’s just talk. He set that thought aside for later consideration.

      “Okay. I get our limitations. Time to start thinking about how to overcome them. Charlotte and Imera, you’re with me. The rest of you, from now until five o’clock, your only job is to figure out ways to get an edge on the chaos in this city, starting with the costumed freaks that keep showing up. I don’t know if these mysterious strangers from last night are in league with them or what, but we can’t rule it out.” He saw flickers of concern on several faces and knew they considered his preoccupation with the magicals who were allegedly defending Magic City overblown. That’s because you didn’t have one in your bedroom, detonating your furniture and trying to cut you to shreds with it. “Let’s get it done, people.”
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        * * *

      

      From the back seat of one of the unremarkable black SUVs the PDA used, Imera, the one with the spiky hair, asked, “Do you think the locals were involved?”

      He shrugged and grunted as he played the surveillance video from the drone on his phone, then snarled in frustration when the feed went away in a blossom of orange fire. “I feel it. I think they’re way more tapped in than they seem. I mean, it’s a great disguise, right? You appear to be an outsider, but you have connections. Like the unnamed government agency. Like the sheriff’s office.” The last words came out as a snarl. While they’d received nothing but cooperation from the Ely Police Department, Sheriff Alejo and her people were a different story entirely. They hadn’t stepped up to join the fight, and while they didn’t appear interested in derailing his efforts, either, he couldn’t shake the feeling they were acting against him in some manner. Okay, if you keep it up, you are going to get paranoid. Knock it off.

      The SUV parallel parked itself in front of the apartment building containing their outpost, Charlotte content to let the autonomous function take over for that operation. Pretty soon, no one’s going to know how to drive a stick, and no one will be able to park worth a damn. Computers are great and all, but they’re not the solution to everything. A hint of an idea blossomed deep in his brain at that thought but wouldn’t rise to the surface immediately. Like my father always said, ideas always come out when they’re ready, as long as you listen.

      He delayed exiting while his agents got out of the car and checked the area, the standard protocol now so often repeated that it had become unconscious. He liked being in charge, enjoyed the status and small benefits that came with it. Nevada was one more stepping stone, and he expected he’d move up to a bigger location in a couple of years. Less, maybe, if I can put Magic City to rights. Which I will.

      They took the stairs rather than the elevator, climbing the four stories to the top floor. The buildings they’d chosen both rose higher than those around, giving the drones a less obvious launch point than they would have on a lower structure. The door read the tags in their ID bracelets and opened for them. Inside, the apartment was smallish, with a combination kitchen and dining room, a living room, a single bathroom, and a couple of bedrooms. Three agents lived there, ensuring round-the-clock coverage of the drones’ efforts. The other rental space was identical.

      They’d pushed furniture that came with the place to the sides, and a wraparound desk holding computer monitors and interface devices sat in a semi-circle with an expensive ergonomic chair in the center. The tech who’d been sitting in it had risen in alarm at their entrance, then remained standing as he approached.

      “Agent Crenshaw, how are things?” Paul had checked the roster of people assigned to the apartments on the way over.

      The man stammered, “Very good, Director. Our drones are patrolling at just about maximum efficiency, although one is down for repairs outside its usual cycle.” A bedroom in each apartment had been converted into a workshop to service the aerial vehicles.

      Andrews nodded. “How can we do this better?”

      “Pardon me?”

      He chuckled at the look of surprise on the other man’s face. “You’re closest to this operation. How would you make it more efficient, more effective, or ideally both?”

      The man shrugged. “More drones. We have the capacity with our AI bots to run an almost unlimited number. We might need some additional server power to review the take, but that’s consumer stuff, not hard to come by.”

      “What if we were in a situation where we didn’t have a lot of resources to commit?”

      The man signaled for him to walk around the desk and sat in his chair to tap on some controls. “Frankly, what we’re using right now is overkill. They’re basically fighter drones detailed to normal surveillance. While I’m not saying we should get rid of any of them, we could supplement with prosumer models, tweaked a bit to ensure encrypted communication. Wright and I have been playing with one to judge how well it works.”

      He hit a button and gestured at the monitor, which showed a docking station on the roof. The image changed as the drone rose and flew toward the Strip. “As you can see, compared to our full function drones, the video feed isn’t quite as crisp, and it doesn’t move quite as fast. Still, with the affordable price point, we could easily get half again as much surveillance as we’re currently running for the cost of one full-fledged fighter drone.”

      Andrews watched the feed for a moment and decided that the idea had merit. “Very good. Make it happen. Good job.” He clapped the man on the shoulder and headed for the door. In the stairwell on the way down, the idea that had sparked earlier surfaced, brought to life by the man’s suggestion of additional drones. “Once we get these new drones in play, continue unbroken twenty-four-seven coverage of the Strip, add in the headquarters of the local security companies and the sheriff’s office right away, and all the magical shops as our fleet expands. In the meantime, we’ll use human intelligence to cover what we don’t have the drones for.”

      Charlotte replied calmly, “We don’t have the personnel for that, boss.”

      He laughed. “That issue is now your problem. Get more. I’d start by pulling them in from the Academy and maybe consider reaching out to the Staties for personnel. Call it an internship, pay them a decent wage, play on their loyalty, offer to babysit their pets, whatever you have to do. We’re going to lock this damn city down so tight that the instant those vigilantes move, we’ll have them dead to rights.”
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      The motorcycle purred beneath her as Ruby gunned it a little to stay in position in the convoy. It wasn’t her wonderful ARCH 1, which some truly evil people with no appreciation for style or aesthetics had destroyed, but a Triumph Roadster she’d borrowed in the meantime. The machine was almost the opposite of her beloved bike: big, heavy, and menacing. It suited her current mood well. She’d spent several hours meditating to lock up the artifact in her arm before joining the Desert Ghosts for their weekly supply run. It felt great to be out and about, the Mist Elf disguise that wasn’t quite her granting a sense of anonymity. She didn’t have her sword with her, but she’d concealed her gun in a shoulder holster under her light leather jacket, and a dagger rode at her waist. She was hypervigilant for trouble, but none seemed to be in the offing on this sunny day afternoon.

      Prex, the dwarven leader of the club, spoke into the radio that only the two of them shared. “Enjoying yourself?”

      Ruby replied, “Totally.” It was always fantastic to see what businesses and individuals were willing to donate for the good of their community. All of it wound up at the abbey on the hill, and she presumed from there it was distributed to folks in need or stored against future requirements. She didn’t trust many people, but both the head of the Desert Ghosts and the abbey’s Abbot numbered among them. A PDA drone zoomed by overhead, and she flipped it off.

      The dwarf laughed. “Not a fan, huh?”

      “Definitely not. Those guys are jerks. So, what do you know?” Information-sharing was an established part of their relationship, and he understood she would often be able to share less than he would. He seemed fine with the uneven arrangement. “There’s a lot of buzz on the street about a Drow dude. He’s apparently fighting back against human overreach.”

      Ruby forced her face to stay neutral. She’d met the Dark Elf, and they didn’t see eye to eye on any number of issues, “human overreach” prominent among them. She replied, “How do you feel about that?”

      Prex laughed again. “I can tell from your tone you’re not a believer. I’m not really, either, but I do think there’s been a disproportionate amount of ownership taken by humans in what is fundamentally a magical city. Hell, it’s right there in the name.”

      Ruby admired the man’s ability to discuss touchy subjects without losing his sense of humor. She’d never seen him angry but imagined it would probably be a frightful sight, based on nothing beyond a gut feeling. “I get that there are some humans who aren’t being properly respectful of others. That may be related to species, or it might just be people being scumbags. I think you could say that of some magicals, too. It seems to me he’s painting with a little too broad a brush.”

      “I don’t know. Could be a need for it at this point. You have to admit, humans are all over the place now, with their police patrols and their ubiquitous drones.”

      Ruby made a “wooo” sound. “Ubiquitous is a pretty big word for a biker gang member.”

      “Screw you,” he said genially. “Come on, be honest. You don’t like it either.”

      A few moments passed as she gave the question the consideration it deserved. With a shake of her head, she replied, “I’ll admit to thinking some of the complaints might be valid. But, again, wanton violence is probably not the answer.”

      He laughed. “More like carefully directed violence, right?”

      She grinned. “Now you’re speaking my language. Seriously, the Paranoid Defense Agency doesn’t represent humanity very well.”

      “Those bastards. Here’s a piece of information you might not have. I’m pretty sure those government slimeballs have co-opted the self-driving cars that carry tourists around town.”

      “What?”

      He sounded satisfied to have surprised her. “Yep. We had the opportunity to, uh, get a solid look inside one of them recently.” Ruby knew the gang occasionally did things that strayed across the line separating legal from illegal, but property crime wasn’t her concern. Except on a large scale, like casinos collapsing. He continued, “We discovered an encrypted transmitter hooked into the vehicle’s computer system. Our resident techie said that with the right software, it could be pulling information from the cameras the car uses for its AI driving. I doubt it can get anything from the magical component, but between the cameras, data on the occupants, and the vehicles’ constant presence throughout the city, it’s a gold mine of information.”

      Ruby frowned. “Well, that sucks hard.”

      “Exactly. So, sure, a lot of humans are okay, but some of them are right bastards.”

      Thinking of Agent Paul Andrews and the trap he’d tried to set for her, she replied, “True that, brother.”
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        * * *

      

      She threaded a little magic into her body to assist with carrying the heavy box up to the abbey and felt comfortable and refreshed when they arrived. They had the transfer down to a science, and a steady line of abbey brothers came out to take the loads off their hands. The gang members headed inside to the brewing area, where they’d sit at the long table that dominated the center of it all and enjoy a pint before heading home. On a previous visit, Abbott Thomas had confided that on some occasions it was more than a single pint, and no one was allowed back to their bikes until they’d slept it off or magicked the inebriation away, depending on their preference. The long white-haired and short white-bearded and mustached head of the Abbey smiled as she surrendered her burden and entered the brew hall. His robe looked like the same beat-up one he’d worn every time they’d interacted. “Ruby, so good to see you.”

      She matched his expression. “Abbott Thomas, you, too.”

      “I have a special batch for you to try if you’re interested.” They had bonded over a love of craft beer, although Ruby’s passion for it didn’t approach his level. She nodded. “Only an idiot would turn down such an offer. Despite the opinion that my sister and my friend Idryll share, I am not that stupid.”

      He laughed and gestured her toward a small room at the back of the chamber. As they walked, he asked, “How are they? Is your sister fully recovered?”

      “She seems to be.” Morrigan's kidnapping had caused less surface-level anxiety than Ruby would’ve expected, and she wondered if she had truly dealt with the experience or had merely buried it for a while. Ruby had tried the latter tactic on any number of occasions and knew that if she had, the issue would come back up eventually, and probably at an inconvenient moment.

      Thomas nodded. “Excellent.” He opened the door and led her into the modest chamber. A smallish brewing setup occupied the left-hand part of the room, and a square table, about three feet on a side, with a trio of chairs around it, was pushed against the opposite wall. She lowered herself into a seat while he drew two mugs of beer. He handed her one, sat at an angle, and raised his glass. She clinked it with hers, and he offered, “To peace and harmony.”

      She finished the toast as she always did with him. “Through the liberal application of alcohol.” He laughed, and they both drank. The flavors on her tongue were fantastic, and as usual, mostly impenetrable. She thought she had identified one, though. “Honey?”

      He nodded. “Very good. We’ll make a brewer out of you yet.”

      A raucous set of noises came from the other room, and he rose to investigate. She did the same and looked over his shoulder to see a human family sitting amongst the Desert Ghosts, a middle-aged man and woman and two kids—a boy and a girl—both below ten. Ruby commented, “The perfect nuclear family. Who are they?”

      He shut the door, and they returned to the table. “The Kincaids. Their house burned down recently, and they’re staying with us until they get things figured out.”

      “It’s a good thing you do here, helping people who’ve had random events smash into and up-end their lives.”

      He took a deep drink and set the mug down with a sigh, then lifted his eyes to meet hers. “Interesting choice of adjective, there. ‘Random.’ Indications are that the house was deliberately set aflame.”

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

      Abbott Thomas shrugged. “I have contacts in the fire department. They’re not officially calling it arson because they can’t find an accelerant, but it appears to have burned way hotter than it should have.”

      She set her mug carefully down on the table. “You’re suggesting magic.”

      “I am.”

      “Any other reason to think that was the cause?”

      He shrugged. “None that I know of. I did make inquiries with the Ely Police Department, but they’re reluctant to share information of late.”

      She growled, “With the PDA watching over their shoulder, I’m not surprised. Did you reach out to Sheriff Alejo?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t have the sort of relationship with the sheriff that would allow me to ask that delicate question.”

      “I do, and I will.” She changed the subject. “Is there anything you need for this place? I mean, not for the people you help, but for you all?”

      He laughed. “We’re pretty self-sufficient. But, you know, if you happen to come across any interesting flavors or unique plants in your travels, I’d love to have them. New varieties require lots of experimentation.” He rose and refilled their mugs, then sat again. “And intensive testing. For instance, is this one of those brews where the second mug goes down as well as the first? Only one way to find out.”

      Ruby laughed. “Now that’s a task I’m definitely willing to take on.” First, magical items for Shentia and books for the mystics. Now, components for beer making. Pretty soon I’m going to be nothing but a wandering scavenger. She thought about that for a second, then grinned. Actually, doesn’t sound like such a bad gig. Also, that’s totally my band name if I ever have one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby had planned to drop in on Sheriff Alejo at her office, but Demetrius’s bots in charge of monitoring the police scanner channels set her in a different direction. She made her way to the city’s southwest corner, to a factory that had been a fixture in the area for more than half a century. It was a fixture no more, however. The main building was ablaze, sending smoke billowing into the sky. Explosions repeatedly cracked in an irregular beat, and police and firefighters kept their distance more than actively seeking to stop the blaze. The strategy was entirely logical since the other buildings were far enough away that they probably wouldn’t catch, and the conflagration was too intense for them to have any chance of saving the structure.

      She called Alejo’s cell phone from her untraceable comm, and when the sheriff picked up, said, “Time for a chat? Go around the corner of the building behind you.”

      Alejo didn’t reply, merely shoved the phone in her pocket and turned with a scowl visible despite the distance that separated them. Ruby crossed the roof, jumped down, and greeted the sheriff as she came into view. “That’s a doozy.”

      Valentina Alejo nodded. “Firefighters say it’s the worst they’ve ever seen. I guess that’s what happens when you light up a plastics factory. Casinos are going to be scrambling to find new vendors.” The other woman shook her head, looking irritated at the situation. “Something I can do for you?”

      The words emerged in her professional, brusque tone, but Ruby took no offense. It was simply the sheriff in sheriff mode. “I wanted to check in and see if the PDA has been causing you any trouble. Some people I trust who work on the Strip say their presence has expanded dramatically.”

      Alejo shook her head. “I haven’t seen any evidence of that, but admittedly I’m not watching the main part of the city since that’s Ely PD jurisdiction.”

      “Did they reach out to you?”

      The sheriff shrugged. “A while ago, as you know. Lately, no. I’m keeping an eye on them, all the same.”

      “You’d think that people on the same side shouldn’t have to do that.”

      The other woman barked a laugh. “I wouldn’t assume we’re on the same side. First, they’re federal. Second, a scumbag leads them.”

      “I can’t argue with that. Anyway, I also wanted to make you aware that some of my friends believe the PDA is using autonomous cars for surveillance throughout the city.”

      Alejo scowled. “That would break all sorts of laws, I would think. Unless, of course, the government helped fund the companies and wrote themselves in some special privileges.” She sighed. “That’s the trouble with this secretive spy stuff. Too many unknowns.”

      A large crash sounded from the factory, and they peered around the corner to find that the roof had caved in entirely. Ruby shook her head. “Seems like fires are popping up all over lately. Maybe it’s the heat. I met a family earlier today whose house burned down. The Kincaids.”

      Alejo grunted. “I have one of them in lockup right now.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, oldest child, a son, seventeen going on stupid. He wound up in a drunken fight outside a bar. He shouldn’t have been in there anyway, but fake IDs aren’t too hard to come by in this new magical age.”

      Suspicion bloomed inside Ruby. “Who was involved?”

      “A bunch of drunk idiot humans against a bunch of drunk idiot dwarves. No one we took in could explain why they were fighting, only that they were. The dwarves didn’t use magic but still put several of the humans in the hospital and were the unquestioned winner of the fracas.”

      A chill ran down her spine. There’s no way that’s a coincidence. “You might want to keep an eye on the other non-magicals involved for a while.”

      Alejo’s frown intensified. “What do you know?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Nothing specific. Only a hunch. It’s probably worth taking a second look at any situation where magicals and humans are battling though.”

      The other woman let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m aware you’re the secretive type, but now’s not the time to hold anything back.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “Is there ever a time for that, in your eyes?”

      A short laugh escaped Alejo. “Well, no, but that’s not the point. Give me whatever you can, whenever you can, and I’ll do the same.”

      She nodded. “Our agreement holds. Whatever I can share, I will share. Speaking of which, what do you hear about the investigation into the collapse of the Mist?”

      Alejo hooked her thumbs into her weapons belt. “Nothing new. The investigators hung it all on Sloane, who is conveniently dead, which allowed them to close the book on it. Now it’s just wrapping up details and running the process.”

      Ruby growled, “Dammit. That’s too easy.”

      “And nothing’s easy in Magic City.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking. Sloane didn’t do it alone, and the masked man and the fancy soldier he had with him wouldn’t have been enough to accomplish all that. There must be more players on the field that we don’t see yet.”

      Alejo shrugged. “As long as no one’s bringing down any more casinos, do we really care?”

      Ruby nodded. “I care. They’re a threat until we identify and remove them.”

      “Speaking of difficulty identifying things, I hear tell of a local trafficking ring in magic items getting busted by some government agency. Standard special ops, black uniforms with no markings, masks and helmet kind of deal. Know anything about that?”

      Ruby snorted softly. “I might have heard a thing or two. Nothing I can share, though.”

      “Was it at least a successful bust?”

      “If I had any insight into such an event, which I’m not saying I do, I’d say that the operation met its objectives to disrupt the trafficking and shut down a certain compound utilized as a base.”

      “Compound?” Ruby had used the word by choice, intending to offer the sheriff a clue about where she might investigate. “Interesting. Anyway, just you remember, and feel free to share this with anyone who needs to hear it. There’s a line in my jurisdiction, even for out-of-towners. Everyone should be careful not to cross it, or all cooperation goes out the window.” Alejo’s eyes stared directly into Ruby’s lenses.

      “Always. It’s front of mind, trust me. Anyway, last piece of info, I’m going to be away for a bit. I have a thing to do out of town. Stay safe.”

      Alejo nodded, already turning back toward the accident scene as she replied, “You too, masked stranger.”

      Ruby laughed as she watched the other woman depart. You’re good people, Alejo. But believe me, you don’t want to look too deeply at Diana and her friends. She thought about that for a second, then reconsidered. Actually, I wonder how you’d fit in with her and her team. She considered it a little further and laughed again. Nah, you’re not nearly crazy enough to be part of that bunch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Morrigan moved from rooftop to rooftop through the southern part of Ely, forcing her distracted mind to concentrate only on the next step, on maintaining her silence and concealment. She’d chosen to patrol alone, leaving the house at midday to nap in her office at Spirits to avoid any complications with Ruby or Idryll. Since her kidnapping, since she’d been indescribably stupid enough to let the enemy get the drop on her, sleep came haphazardly. Motion was better. There was a purity in the exercise of her body and brain with a purpose.

      She was well aware that any competent therapist would point out that her current mental state wasn’t completely normal. She was suffused with anger and figured pushing that energy outward against anyone who might cause trouble in Magic City was better than focusing it inward and rehashing past mistakes. Like Margrave says, every mistake is valuable as long as you learn from it and don’t die.

      She’d spent a good part of the sleepless portion of the night before crafting and sharpening new razor arrows. Now each slot in her quiver held some sort of offensive capability. Adding more potentially lethal choices ran the risk of running afoul of Alejo’s mandate not to drop bodies, but Morrigan was utterly confident in her ability to shoot to wound. If there’s a doubt, I’ll use something different.

      She’d decided the best way to figure out what the Drow was up to was to follow humans who might be likely targets—those acting like idiots. If there were groups of magicals out looking to cause trouble, they would doubtless be doing the same thing. So, she headed to the club that was the lowest-hanging fruit, where the drinks were cheap, and the tourists who ventured off the Strip tended to congregate and pregame before going out for their serious carousing. The front was glass block and neon. The door was painted red with a strange moon-shaped window cut into it. She’d never been inside the bar but had heard stories galore, and they were sufficient to ensure she never wanted to cross the threshold. If “Eww” was a location, that’d be it.

      It was only a matter of waiting ten minutes before a group of rowdy boys—well, men, I guess—left the establishment. Margrave had converted the listening device he’d made for Ruby into one small enough to attach to her wrist, and she pointed it at them. Their words filtered into the connected earpiece. “All right, let’s find a good place to get our drink on.” A second voice replied, “And some girls, cute ones this time.”

      Another group member laughed and added, “But not too smart, and a little on the wild side.” Morrigan rolled her eyes. I seem to have found the idiots I was looking for. Not sure if they’re trying to live the college dream they saw in the movies or if that’s how they really are. Either way, they’re going to get themselves in trouble due to their stupidity. I can’t let them be bait. Too dangerous.

      Her original plan fell away as another replaced it, inspiring a grin. She paralleled their movement, and when they stepped into an alleyway, saw her chance. She focused her mind and her magic, imagining human versions of Jessica Rabbit if she was a sorority girl. An illusory trio of women walked past the mouth of the alley in full view of the boys. No, men, even if they act like boys. She’d made them all top-heavy, all blonde, and all dressed in tight club clothes.

      The men called after them and increased their speed, and she had one of the illusions wave before moving out of sight. She rushed to the opposite side of the roof in time to solidify them again so that the men would spot them half a block away as they came around the corner. She gave the women a little more sashay in their step and laughed as a man stumbled, his eyes not properly on where he was going. Distracted, much? Seriously, there should be some sort of hormone depressant pill you guys take until your brains catch up with your bodies.

      One of the boys called, “Hey, wait up,” and with a soft laugh, Morrigan ventriloquized through her illusion, “Oh, come on, guys. Surely you can catch us.” She had the blondes increase their speed, and the men ran after them. Her magic led the frat boys, which is how she’d come to think of them, on a merry chase, their quarry always half a block ahead, disappearing around the corner before they could reach them. Finally, she had the figures vanish in the entryway of a fairly reputable club closer to the Strip, where the pursuing group would probably be safe. To their credit, they had all remained good-natured about the pursuit, not developing into nasty comments or the sort of talk that might have ticked her off. She was laughing as she left them behind and headed further south.

      Her mirth vanished as she spotted a trio of magicals in an alley. They registered to her eyes as suspicious right off the bat, and when they stopped at the back entrance of a store, she knew she’d found someone at least interested in breaking the law. That doesn’t mean they’re working for the Drow, of course. She called up a map on her secure phone and researched the business, finding it was a human-owned jewelry store specializing in estate sale items and antiques. Not big money because the big-money jewelry stores were in the casinos, but they would still have a fairly valuable inventory. It wasn’t conclusive, but she was in the mood to mix it up, so it would do.

      She pulled a grapple attached to a thin cord from her belt and secured it to the edge of the roof, then lowered herself silently into the alley, hidden by the building’s shadows. She could’ve used her magic, but she didn’t want to make that loud an entrance. When she reached the bottom, she tapped the control that wirelessly instructed the grapple to retract its claws, and the line re-spooled with a whisper. She drew her collapsed bow from its left thigh holster and pressed the button to extend it, reaching back for her lightning stun arrow. She nocked and loosed it as soon as the bow constructed, taking out the member of the group who was separated from the others, watching the far end of the alley. It struck true, and he jittered and danced before collapsing. The other two, who had been working on the door, straightened and turned in her direction. She considered shooting them with arrows or anti-magic rounds from the pistol in the drop holster on her right leg, but discarded those ideas. Nah, let’s do it the old-fashioned way. She collapsed the bow and charged toward them.

      They stepped away from each other, one to each side of the alley, and sent fireballs at her. She used magic to propel herself up and over them, wrapping herself in a force cocoon in midair. Their power covered her as she landed, but when the flames faded, she was unscathed. She let the shields fall. “Come on, boys, surely you don’t need to use fancy powers on little old me.”

      She started toward the one on the right and led with a slow right hook. He smiled condescendingly and lifted his arm to block, then twisted and drove his other fist at her stomach. Now that they were engaged, his partner couldn’t use his magic, and she felt him circle behind her instead. Oh no, none of that. She whipped the right hand he had blocked and held up high down in a C-shape to slam a hammer fist into his ribs as she stopped the other. She felt the satisfying crunch as at least one bone gave way under the impact. The air whooshed out of him, and she raised his captive hand and spun underneath it, twisting his arm. With a solid yank, she could’ve given him a spiral fracture from wrist to shoulder but didn’t see the need to do quite that much damage. Instead, she used the limb to propel him at his partner, who danced nimbly out of the way.

      Morrigan taunted, “He’s slow. I hope you’re faster.”

      The elf replied, “Once we finish beating you down, that’s only the beginning of your pain, little girl.” He strode ahead menacingly.

      She sighed. “You know, I was going to give you the benefit of the doubt. When you say things like that, you come off as someone who shouldn’t be allowed near women. So, Plan B.” She skipped forward and punched both fists at his throat, forcing him to block down with both arms and leaving his head undefended. She snapped her forehead into his nose, which crunched under the impact. He stepped backward, his hands automatically rising to cover the damaged area.

      The other one slipped in again, slower but still in the fight. He’d produced a knife from somewhere, a small switchblade that thoroughly failed to impress her. He skipped in and stabbed at her, and she caught it in an X-block with her wrists, then grabbed his wrist and yanked it in a direction it wasn’t supposed to go. The joint snapped, the blade fell to the ground, and she finished with a sidekick to his sternum that sent him gasping to the pavement.

      Broken nose advanced with murder in his eyes, and she shook her head. “It’s been fun, but I have to go. Sorry fellas.” He threw a series of jabs that she intercepted, then opened himself up when he thought he had a window to land a wicked offhand hook. She blocked it and skipped forward, ramming a knee up into his groin. He fell to the ground, whimpering. “Maybe think about that the next time you threaten a woman that way.”

      A scuff from behind threw her into an automatic response. She spun and drew her pistol, summoning a force shield to protect herself. The trigger was halfway depressed before she realized it was another of the bad guys and that he was far enough away that she could easily defend against him. She yanked the barrel downward, and the bullet that would’ve taken him in the center of his chest caught him in the leg instead. He twisted and fell to the ground with a scream.

      Morrigan remained locked in place, hyperventilating momentarily, then holstered the weapon and knelt beside him. “You’re an idiot. Do you realize how close you were to dying?” She popped the cap on one of her healing potions and poured it between his lips. Do you realize how close you were to breaking the rules because you panicked?

      Morrigan growled and told her inner voice to shut up. A carefully calculated application of force magic thumped their heads against the ground to knock them out, then she blasted herself up to the roof and called the police department to clean up the magicals. Chances were good that someone was already en route given all the cameras around. Tense times for everyone in Magic City, apparently, including me. Maybe I should stop by and chat with Challen about my mental state sooner rather than later.
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      Ruby crossed the threshold from one world to the other, letting the portal close behind her in the living room of her family’s home on Oriceran. She wandered into what had been her bedroom and was now her dressing chamber. She’d changed the space over time, moving this or that item on each visit until it suited her current needs. Idryll shifted into cat form and made herself comfortable on a nearby pillow.

      The heavy wardrobe creaked as she opened it, and she ran her fingers over the old, polished wood. It was always strange coming to this place, so unlike the technological world she spent most of her time in. She stripped out of her jeans and T-shirt, folded them carefully and set them aside, then pulled on the base layer of thin but strong leather Keshalla had acquired for her. The brilliant blue and silver portions offset the black beautifully. She took a moment to regard herself in the mirror, covered wrist to ankle and up to her neck in the tight sheath. It reminded her who she was on Oriceran, helped her focus on the importance of the events to come.

      I wonder how many people reached this far in the process and what became of those who went no further. The mystics had records of another Mirra from before Kaeni but had lost any others to time. She had originally figured there would be one per generation, but in fact, it seemed like there were less than that, at least from what Nadar and the archivist had shared.

      She fastened the tooled leather belt and slipped her daggers into the attached sheaths, then pulled her boots with their hidden throwing knives back on again. Her sword went into a new scabbard, left behind with a note by Keshalla. It looped diagonally over her chest, the strap connecting to the belt to hold the whole thing in place. The designs on it matched the ones on her belt, and the material was identical.

      When she finished, she felt extremely underdressed, compared to the amount of gear she normally carried on the other planet. However, she did feel faster and more nimble without the weight of the vest and other stuff. Speed will probably serve me best since I have no idea what’s coming.

      She pulled her hair back in a ponytail and tied it with two beaded holders that trailed down to the middle of her shoulders. She whipped her head around in each direction, noting that the beads fell just short of reaching anything vital. Perfect. The final touch was slipping healing and energy potions into her thigh pouches. With a deep breath, she dropped into the lotus position and reached a hand over her shoulder to grip the hilt of her sword. She landed in the construct she’d created for conversation with Shalia and Tyrsh, comfortable chairs on an ornate rug in the center of an expansive grassland. A warm breeze caressed her skin as the entities inside her sword greeted her.

      Shalia said, “It’s good to see you again.”

      She nodded. “You as well.”

      The other personality, generally more confrontational, added, “Perhaps you should visit more often.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Even if I used you in each battle and trained with you for hours every day, it still wouldn’t be enough to satisfy your need for attention.”

      His sister entity laughed, and he grudgingly chuckled as well. Shalia asked, “Why now?”

      She replied, “I’m about to embark on the third venamisha.”

      Both of their mouths formed identical “Os” in response. Tyrsh said, “We are aware of only one other who has done so, Mirra Kaeni.”

      “And before her, Mirra Mintel. Those are the only two I’m aware of. You’d think there’d be more, though.”

      Shalia shrugged. “Since we don’t know what the test entails, we cannot reasonably draw such a conclusion. For all we know, it requires the utmost luck to survive.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “You know, that’s not exactly the sort of reassurance I hoped for.” The others laughed, and she continued, “I welcome your counsel as we go along. But, please give it judiciously. I have the sense that a slip of any kind, a distraction at the wrong moment, for instance, would spell doom.”

      They both adopted identical sober expressions. “You have our commitment,” the female said. The male finished, “That we will do our utmost to assist and not to hinder.”

      Ruby nodded. “More than that, I cannot ask.” She released the hilt and rose to her feet with a slow spin, cracking her neck and stretching out her arms. “Let’s get a move on, kitty cat.” She shook out her hands before opening the door, padding through her home, and stepping out into the village, followed by Idryll.

      The sight that greeted her took her entirely by surprise. It seemed as if every individual who lived there had turned out, and they had formed two lines leading from her home to the centermost boulder in the clearing, leaving a gap barely wide enough for her to walk through. At the far end, her teacher and mentor stood atop the rock, arms crossed, gazing placidly toward her. Ruby felt a smile bloom on her face and stepped forward, gaining confidence with each stride. The villagers extended their hands to touch her, men and women, young and old. They said her name, or her family name, or simply wished her good luck. The overall sense was one of possessiveness, though, as if they affirmed that she belonged to them, and by extension, they to her. Tears dampened her eyes when she arrived next to the boulder and looked up at Keshalla. “This is something. Is it your doing?”

      The other woman shook her head. “Word tends to spread regardless of how secret you try to keep things. They must’ve had someone watching that sensed your arrival at the same moment I did. This is clearly an important occasion for them.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “But not for you?”

      Her teacher chuckled. “It might be important for me, as well. But only a little.” The other woman jumped down from the boulder, and they shared a hug. “Are you ready? You look ready.”

      Ruby nodded. “Let’s get to it. Let me guess, down into the mountain we go.”

      Keshalla, who had taken the task of researching the next part of the venamisha upon herself, replied, “No, actually. The archivist found a journal from Mirra Kaeni's time, and the last sight the author had of her before her return was on the way to the top of the mountain.”

      Ruby groaned. “Probably they want to tire our legs out first. Climb the whole way, then have to go down the mountain.”

      Idryll observed, “You’re really whiny about the mountain, you know that? Maybe try to be more, I don’t know, adult?”

      Her teacher laughed. “Well, at least we’ll get to stop and have a snack and a chat with Nadar.”

      Ruby nodded. “Have you been to the top?”

      Keshalla shook her head. “To my knowledge, no one has. It’s prohibited, and a magical barrier prevents going beyond a certain point, or so Nadar says.”

      “That’s not ominous at all. Shall we go?”
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        * * *

      

      Their arrival at the mystics’ home brought all of them out, as well. They didn’t touch her, only nodded respectfully. Nadar ushered them inside and sat them on the familiar couches. Idryll said, “So, wise mystics, do you have clues or secrets to share?” She made a suspicious face, somewhere between distrustful and hopeful, and drew a laugh from everyone in the room.

      Nadar, his long dark hair pulled up into a bun, replied, “Not exactly. We do have something for you though. The archivist will be here before too long.” They sipped tea, ate trail bread, and talked about innocuous things until the head of the archive, who looked older than she acted, arrived. She bustled forward and sat between Ruby and Idryll, forcing them each to move aside. In her hands was a thick tome with a heavy cover. She opened it to a marked section and handed it over to Ruby. “I think you’ll find this interesting.”

      Ruby scanned the page and found a description of Kaeni's ascent. It included a mention of the barrier being capable of reading the intents of anyone who tried to pass it, and only those with minds properly touched by previous venamishas would be able to penetrate it. Ruby read that part out loud, and Idryll snorted. “Oh, I’d say your mind is plenty touched.”

      Ruby scowled. “You know, you can go home.”

      “Then you die, and I have to go through a day or two of feeling guilty about that. I don’t need that kind of aggravation.”

      She whipped out a hand and tapped her companion in the ribs, knowing full well that Idryll's greater speed could’ve stopped her easily. The assemblage laughed at their antics, and the archivist asked, “Do you have all you need?”

      Ruby nodded and handed the large volume back over. The wizened woman reminded her, “If you find any books that look interesting, you’ll bring them back for me, right?”

      She smiled at the older woman. “Of course.”

      “Promise?”

      Ruby smothered a grin. “Promise.” She saw that Idryll and Keshalla were both exerting the same extra control over their expressions and rose. “No time like the present.”

      Many of the mystics followed as they climbed, but they fell off as the trail wound higher. By the time the trio reached the shimmering barrier, they were alone. Set into the path before the protective shield was a flat, circular stone, large enough for all three of them to stand on, with similar markings to the one she’d seen in the cave during the first venamisha. She focused her mind on that experience, and the events of the second, including meeting Mirra Kaeni, and stepped onto it after grabbing each of her companions’ hands in hers.

      Nothing visibly changed, but she sensed something was different. She walked forward as if the barrier didn’t exist, and to them, it suddenly didn’t. Her eyes blurred a little as they crossed the boundary, then her mouth dropped open at the sight of what awaited them. The trail wound for another quarter mile or so, ending at a huge castle. It was positioned right at the pinnacle and looked ominous and violent, with sharp towers and harshly edged walls, black stone against a swiftly darkening sky. Only then did she realize they had moved from daytime to night in an instant.

      Idryll observed, “That place doesn’t look at all welcoming.”

      Keshalla responded with a single laugh. “Guessing we need to go inside. Is that what your instincts are telling you?”

      Ruby nodded. “Got it in one. Here goes nothing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Two heavy wooden doors with black metal bands guarded the entrance, but they parted at their approach as if inviting them in to their doom. Crossing that threshold instead of running away to safety took an act of will. Beyond lay a vast room, several stories high, with mammoth chandeliers hanging from a towering, pointed ceiling. They glowed dimly, presumably magically, since she couldn’t see any other way for them to function for so long. Assuming time is a thing here. Maybe I shouldn’t count on anything. A pair of curved staircases led up to a second-floor balcony with a doorway leading beyond. Opposite the entry on the ground level, underneath that balcony, was a second egress.

      Another carved circle that covered most of the floor dominated the space. It held four double-life-size statues of people, with room for at least a dozen more before the circumference would be complete. The figures faced inward, and one of them was recognizable. Ruby crept cautiously forward, keeping her senses open for traps or magic. Idryll and Keshalla walked a pace behind to her left and right, respectively. “It’s Kaeni.” The statue was so smooth that it almost seemed as if it would come to life. The exquisitely rendered folds of her dress looked like real fabric suddenly trapped in time and stripped of color. Among all the grey and black stone, the statues were a glimmering white. “Think it’s marble?”

      Keshalla confirmed, “Probably is. Oriceran marble, obviously.” The version found on Earth wasn’t as pure to the eye.

      Idryll asked, “Were they all Mirra?”

      Ruby nodded. “It would make sense. The one before Kaeni was male, as is the statue next to her. Plus, the clothes look like they’re from the right era.” Another male was beside him, and the first in line was a woman, dressed in an outfit entirely unrecognizable to anything Ruby had seen people wear. They almost looked like hunting leathers, the subtly patterned skin of some long-dead beast. She shook her head. “Well, I feel confident saying that we’re in the right place, anyway.”

      Keshalla observed, “They have one thing in common.” She pointed, and Ruby noticed for the first time the thin circlet that sat atop each of their heads, like a daywear crown of Earth’s royalty.

      I guess that’s all the evidence we need. She turned to the others and drew a deep breath. “Okay, probably whatever lies beyond those doorways is the start of the test. Any guesses as to what we’ll face this time? Preliminary thoughts?”

      Keshalla looked as if she would answer, then donned a slightly confused expression and tilted her head to the side. “Honestly, I couldn’t even hazard a guess. I have the strongest sense that my presence here is simply as an observer. You probably shouldn’t count on my help.”

      Ruby frowned. “You? Backing down from a challenge? Unheard of.”

      Her mentor laughed. “Oh, I’ll try to assist you, believe me. Something tells me the test will prevent me from intervening.”

      Idryll clapped her hands together. “Fortunately, I don’t feel anything like that. I’m ready to see what’s through door number one.”

      Ruby smiled at her. “Together we can handle whatever they can throw at us.” She touched the hilts of her knives and reached back to check the draw of her sword, which was perfect as always. Then she squared her shoulders to the exit and walked toward it, the others at her sides. As soon as they stepped into the archway, a heavy portcullis slammed into the ground behind them, and Keshalla vanished. Ruby spun, her daggers instantly filling her hands, but there was no other threat.

      She called, “Keshalla?” Only echoes returned. “I guess she was right.” She led the way forward into another room, about half the size of the one they’d left and a story lower. Ahead, in the center of the space, sat a pile of heavy rocks, each looking remarkably similar to the boulders in the village clearing. That makes sense. We’re in the same region, and the stones are logically from the same source.

      From behind and above, her mentor’s voice announced, “I seem to be stuck up here.” They turned to see Keshalla standing with her hands on the railing of the low fence that guarded the balcony one floor up. No staircase led down from it, and she presumed her teacher had already tried to descend by other means.

      She called, “Sure, enjoy the show, maybe focus on remembering it so you can write it down for the archivist.”

      Idryll stage-whispered, “Keshalla's old. She probably can’t hold that much in her mind.”

      A cross-sounding, “Come up here and say that, kitty cat,” filtered down from above. Ruby was already pacing toward the center of the room. Her next step forward brought the boulders to life. They began to shift back and forth, and she traded her right-hand dagger for her sword and stepped back defensively. Idryll extended her claws and moved far enough away so that a single attack wouldn’t catch them both, even if it were a giant boulder hurtling through the air. The motion intensified, then suddenly the stones started to roll, creating a circle of fast-moving rock.

      They completed three rotations, gathering speed before the pattern changed. As if by unseen signal, they all moved simultaneously toward the center of the ring they had created and piled on top of one another. When the rumbling and scraping stopped, a fifteen-foot-high humanoid shape stood before them. It had boulders for feet, boulders for legs, boulders for everything. A face emerged from the top one, seeming to push out from within, and it gave a nod that she would’ve called respectful in any other circumstance. Its voice grated, sounding remarkably similar to the sound the stones had made as they’d crashed together to assemble him. “Greetings from Mirra Inshala. We welcome the junra to the third mystery.”

      Ruby frowned. “You mean the venamisha?”

      The stone creature nodded. “The words come from the same source and mean almost the same thing. Has that knowledge been lost?”

      Idryll replied, “Seems like.”

      He shook his head. “With each new arrival to the castle, it appears as if your race has forgotten more and more of your history.”

      Ruby asked, “Who are you?”

      “The guardian of this place.”

      “The castle?”

      Boulders ground against each other, making an uncomfortable sound as he shrugged. “This part of it.”

      Implying there are other parts, potentially with their guardians. Awesome. “Do you have a riddle for me or something?”

      “Nothing so innocent. It is my task to prevent you from continuing.”

      “No other options than fighting, I presume?”

      He shook his head again. “No. Only through my destruction will you be permitted to move ahead. Of course, if you wish to leave, to abandon the quest you have undertaken, you have only to say so.”

      “Did the others go through this?”

      “Yes.”

      Idryll frowned. “Why are you still here, then?”

      The creature smiled. “The magic of this place brings me back to resume my watch when the Mist Elves lack a Mirra.”

      Keshalla called, “How many times have you lost?”

      “Four.”

      Ruby added, “How many times have you won?”

      He answered without pride, a simple statement of fact that was nonetheless chilling. “Countless.”

      “Might as well get on with it, then.”

      His face vanished, becoming flat stone again, and his body wrenched itself in a fast circle. At the end of it, a boulder flew at both her and Idryll. She shouted, “Let’s see if we can hurt him.” Having expected an attack of that kind, she easily dropped and rolled out of the way of the projectile and sheathed her sword, deciding to try magic first.

      She called up a force shield in her left hand and added the layer around her skin, then threw a force blast at him. It smashed into his torso with no apparent effect. She followed it with frost, thinking that might work against him. Water overcomes stone eventually, right? It, too, failed miserably. She stopped her attacks and closed the distance with him as Idryll made a fast pass, her claws scraping against one of his legs and shooting out sparks. No visible sign of her effort was left behind, though. Ruby shouted, “At this rate, we’ll have discovered all the things that won’t hurt him in a year or two.”

      Her partner countered sarcastically, “Maybe you should come up with some sort of new idea then, junra.”

      Ruby tried shadow and fire to no avail while dodging more thrown boulders. The assault stopped for a moment, and she had to dive out of the way as the projectiles he’d used returned to his body, and he started tossing them out again. She growled, “Okay, that’s enough of that.” When a missed projectile came to rest, she used a force blast to knock it back against the wall and wrapped a barrier of the same magic around it to keep it from moving. She’d had abundant practice bisecting her mind to be able to fight while still maintaining the magical fence. Not for the first time, she wondered if all the trials and tribulations she’d experienced recently were tied together in some sort of fate or destiny.

      She dropped to her face as another rock whipped overhead, almost catching her unaware. Shut up and focus, Ruby, or you won’t be alive to fulfill whatever that plan is. She drew her sword and sent a thought to it, the idea of attacking the joins where the boulders connected. The personalities inside responded enthusiastically in her thoughts. She dashed in and slashed at the arm that came down to knock her flying, severing one of the small boulders that formed something analogous to a hand. The blow had struck directly at the join, and the sword disconnected the two. Whatever magic animates that thing, my sword is sufficient to block it. The stone fell to the floor, and she blasted it across the room and locked it away with the other one.

      Idryll crowed, “Good one. Let me try.” While the creature took another swing at Ruby, the tiger-woman sped in and slashed the back of his foot, one of her favorite locations. The single boulder that rested at the end of his leg disconnected as her claws passed through the space, and Ruby knocked it toward the others.

      Now that they’d figured out the solution, the fight proved reasonable, except for the part where the boulder creature didn’t seem to be injured or lose any energy or strength from their actions. Down to the moment they separated the last portion of his remaining limb from the torso, he spun, whirled, and smashed at them. He’d caught Ruby twice and sent her flying against the wall. Only the quick application of force magic to blunt the impact saved her from likely death. Her barrier faltered in one of those moments, and a few boulders tried to roll away, but Idryll put herself physically in their path, blocking them until Ruby could get them back under control.

      When the final limb dropped, their foe stopped moving, and his remaining parts bowed. “Well done, junra, companion. I wish you luck in what lies beyond.” The boulders disconnected and dropped, lifeless and inanimate again.

      From above, Keshalla clapped. “Good show, you two.” She leapt down over the balcony and landed with them. “As soon as he fell apart, some barrier vanished. Guess I was right about getting to be a spectator.”

      Ruby knelt and picked up a piece of stone that hadn’t joined the rest, putting it in her pocket as a remembrance. Rising, she replied, “Who knows, maybe you’ll get in the game later. For now, onward.”
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      The next chamber was sunken and about the same dimensions as the one previous, but with the floor a good ten feet below. A railing stopped them from walking off the entry ledge, and a series of pillars with flat tops at varying heights and distances from their location crossed the room. On the nearest column stood an owl, snowy white with accents of gray and eyes that displayed more intelligence than she’d ever seen in such a creature. Keshalla vanished and reappeared on the far side, on a matching ledge with a matching railing. She called, “Getting a little tired of being thrown around over here.”

      The owl ignored her comment and blinked its big eyes first at Ruby, then at Idryll. Its voice was higher than she’d guessed it would be, and it spoke with a strange accent she couldn’t identify. “Welcome, junra. Welcome, companion. Congratulations on successfully overcoming the previous guardian.”

      Idryll asked, “Were you the partner of one of the Mirra?”

      The old head inclined slightly toward her. “Indeed. Mirra Cashri and I spent many years together.”

      Ruby said, “Are you real? Or a spirit? A memory?”

      “All of that and none of it. What I am is not relevant. The only thing that matters is the task ahead of you.”

      Idryll replied, “So, agility is part of the qualifications? If so, I’d be a much better choice than her.”

      The owl fluttered its wings, seeming amused. “You must cross the space safely to your friend.”

      Ruby asked, “Nothing more than that?”

      The guardian confirmed, “Nothing more.” It took off, soaring above in a lazy circle around the perimeter of the room.

      She turned to Idryll and said, “Obviously, that can’t be it. There has to be a trick, or test, or something else going on.”

      Her partner nodded. “Of course.”

      “I’ll do a little experimenting. You stay here while I do.”

      “Perhaps I should be the one to try it.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Last time I checked, for all your agility, you can’t protect yourself with a magic shield. I have multiple options in that category. If I fall, I won’t get hurt.” She wore the pendant under her outfit, ready to be called upon at need. Now she summoned the force shield that wrapped around her body an inch from her skin. Okay, here we go.

      She estimated the jump from where she was to the nearest column as a foot or two longer than she was comfortable with, especially since the landing pad was only a couple of feet wide. She focused her magic and waved, creating a platform on the other side of the railing that extended from where they were to the first pedestal. The idea of using it to cross the whole room occurred to her, but she was confident they wouldn’t outwit the test so easily. She pulled out her sword and poked at the magical surface to be sure it wasn’t an illusion of what she intended, and it resisted appropriately. Or appears to, anyway.

      Sheathing the weapon, she climbed up onto the railing and drew a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.” She looked down before taking that first step, and something about the floor seemed strange. She reached into the pocket where she’d stashed her souvenir from the previous battle, pulled it out, and dropped it. It plummeted to and through the floor’s surface, making noise once it was out of sight as if it bounced from object to object. She turned and met Idryll's eyes. “So, fake floor.”

      The shapeshifter nodded. “Yeah. Probably full of something nasty underneath. Like snakes.”

      She scowled. “It didn’t sound like snakes. Sounded like metal. Spikes, maybe.”

      Her companion grinned. “Spike snakes. They stab you. Then they bite you.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “Quiet, you.” She turned back toward the room. Motion in the corner of her eye caught her attention, and a moment later the owl plummeted through the air a few feet in front of her. Suddenly the platform she stood on vanished as if it’d never been. She was close enough to the pedestal that she was able to grab it with one hand and keep herself from falling, but barely. She pulled herself up and climbed into a wobbly crouch. “Not cool, featherhead.” The guardian angled past again, and she swore that he wore a smile. She straightened when she thought her legs could safely hold her. “So, it’s both a physical and a mental challenge.”

      Idryll replied, “If we have to rely on your brain, we’re toast. Might as well go home.”

      Ruby countered, “Shut it and move ahead.” The shapeshifter climbed the railing, but the moment she looked like she was about to leap, the owl darted in front of her to cut her off. The shapeshifter swiped at it with a hand, but it evaded easily.

      Ruby muttered, “Oh, that’s how it’s going to be, is it?” She summoned a force platform and took a step onto it, then jumped lightly back as the guardian intervened. Idryll took the moment of distraction she’d created to leap to the next pillar, which was exactly what Ruby had expected. Maybe it’s about working together. Who knows? Unless something changes, I think we have it figured out.

      She summoned another platform and ran across, then leapt for the column as the owl arrived. In that fashion, they crossed the room, each of them making progress while the interfering avian was busy with the other. As they neared the far side, the distances became longer. Ruby threaded magic into her body, giving her a little extra speed and power, and noted that it didn’t vanish when the owl flew by, even though her shield and platform did. So, it can only mess with external magics. Good to know.

      When they finally reached the opposite side, Keshalla nodded in approval. “Well done. I was a little concerned you wouldn’t see its strategy, but you picked up pretty quickly.”

      Ruby scowled. “I figured it out immediately. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Idryll grinned. “You keep telling yourself that, Ruby.”

      The owl landed on the railing and spread its wings wide, flicking them ostentatiously before folding them back against his body. “Well done, junra. You overcame the two easiest challenges. Good luck in the room beyond.”

      She nodded. “Appreciated. So, what happens to you, now?”

      The guardian cocked his head to the side. “For me, no time will pass between your exit from this room and the next junra’s entrance, however long that may be on the outside.”

      Idryll replied, “Is this the destiny of all companions?” She sounded a little concerned.

      The owl swiveled its gaze to the shapeshifter. “I do not know. I can only speak for myself, and the only other knowledge I have is that there is a room before mine and a room after, each with its challenges.”

      Keshalla asked, “Would you change your situation if you could?”

      He flapped his wings at them. “I have no idea. Existing is far preferable to not existing. Without Cashri, one way to pass the time seems equivalent to any other.”

      Ruby felt a surge of empathy at the sense of loss that must’ve driven those words. “Be well, guardian.”

      “Thank you, junra.”

      She turned and headed through the doorway that led out of the space. The next room was a repeat of the first chamber. It dawned on her that they were in some sort of magical space, as there was no way the castle on the mountaintop could stretch this far in one direction. Awaiting them was a humanoid figure who looked vaguely like a Mist Elf but with some other bloodline in there. Idryll gave a soft growl at the sight of him, and he nodded at them. “Companion, junra, welcome to the third challenge. It will, sadly, be your last.”

      Ruby replied, “You mean this is the final challenge?”

      He shook his head. “No. I mean you will fail it.”

      Idryll scowled. “He’s a shapeshifter. I can smell it.”

      “Like you.”

      Her partner tilted her head to the side. “Have you also lost your natural form?”

      Ruby blinked and turned to her. “What? What the hell are you talking about?”

      Idryll gave a choked laugh. “I guess we never discussed it. Once upon a time, I was an elf. Then, for a long time, I was a tiger. Now I am truly neither, and yet both.”

      The other figure nodded. “Exactly my tale, but not a tiger, of course.”

      Keshalla asked, “What are you, then?”

      He shrugged. “You’ll know when the time is right. Or, you could simply leave now and avoid the pain and the screaming and such.”

      Ruby didn’t like his attitude. “So, what’s your deal? What do we have to do?”

      “Get past me.”

      She laughed. “That doesn’t seem that hard, three on one.”

      He smiled. “I wasn’t speaking to you, junra.” The world wrenched to the side, and suddenly Ruby found herself at the far end of the room, standing beside Keshalla, unable to move out of the small rectangular area defined by the carvings at their feet. She shouted, “Not fair.”

      He looked back over his shoulder. “The junra and the companion are a team. If one isn’t worthy, neither is the other. You’ve proven you can work together, or you wouldn’t have reached this place. Now it’s time for her test.”

      Idryll laughed. “It’s like Christmas, my birthday, and Halloween all wrapped into one. Bring it on, scumbag.”

      Ruby shouted, “Kick his ass,” and the fight began.
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      Idryll shifted to become a tiger, somehow positive they would fight the battle on four legs. Her opponent shrank in height but spread out in stature, transforming into a black-furred wolf. His uniform ebon color was a stark contrast to her multi-hued coat. When he spoke, she finally got to see what everyone meant when they told her how strange it looked when she talked in her tiger form. A mouth not made for words accused, “You are unworthy.”

      With a hiss, she circled to her left. He mirrored the move, maintaining the distance between them. She countered, “If you were worthy, I’m doubly or triply so. Believe me. I haven’t come this far and gone through this much only to fail my partner by losing to you, dog-face.”

      He laughed, and it sounded like a half-bark. “Many before you said the same, although more civilly. They, too, were incorrect.” Unlike most of the opponents she faced while in this form, he was bigger than she was and as impressively muscled. It would require cleverness and instinct to defeat him. She feinted, but instead of backpedaling as she’d assumed he would, he responded aggressively. Claws scraped along the floor as he charged forward and snapped at her leg when she dodged sideways. Faster than I expected. She turned the dodge into a counterattack, swiping out a clawed paw at his side. He displayed a strange agility that spoke to his part-humanoid nature and leapt in a spinning flip to the side, rather than forward or back.

      Apparently noting something in her expression, he gave another barking laugh. “When you’ve spent as long as I have in your various forms, they tend to run together.”

      “So you’re saying you have the brain of an ordinary wolf and the reaction speed and instincts of an elf? That should make you fairly easy to defeat.” Idryll rushed in during the beat in which he absorbed her message. She snapped at his front leg, catching it with a grazing blow that set him slightly off balance. She twisted and turned, her rear feet scrabbling in an arc as she drove herself toward him again.

      Stars blossomed in her vision as he brought his head around to slam into hers from the side, a move she’d never seen an opponent on four legs use. She stumbled and went down, and he jumped on her back, his teeth scraping the back of her neck. She channeled magic instinctively to her muscles and threw herself sideways, landing on top of him before he rolled them over again. Her body didn’t have enough strength to dislodge him, and those jaws were pushing his teeth in toward her spine.

      Instead of futilely continuing to try to pitch him off, she transformed into her humanoid figure. His weight crushed down on her, but his jaws no longer trapped her smaller neck. She used the opening to stab her fingers back over her shoulder, claws extended and aimed at his eyes. He had no option but to jump aside, and by the time he had recovered to come back at her, she was fully a tiger again.

      He offered her a nod. “Valid technique. Not bad.”

      She gave a derisive snort. “I’m only getting started, cupcake. Sure you don’t want to give this up?”

      He paused and cocked his head to the side for a moment. “You do understand what we’re doing here, right? I could never give up, for if I did, an unworthy candidate might complete the full venamisha. Someone like that could do irreparable damage.”

      Idryll gave a sober bow, touching her nose to her paw. “I apologize. They were only combat words. I respect the sacrifice that keeps you present here.”

      “Then make it worth the effort, companion.” He braced himself, and she charged. This time it was brute force against brute force as they met chest to chest, rearing up on back legs with muscles straining, biting and clawing at their opponent. A hard slice burned across her chest, blood flowing out immediately to stain her fur crimson. She returned a snap to his face that cut him above his eye, blood loss rendering him unable to see from that side. She landed on all four paws again and circled, but he moved faster than before, ensuring she couldn’t get into his blind spot. He growled and thrashed as she darted in, snapping his teeth onto the paw that had been heading for his other eye. He wrenched it hard, and the joint snapped. She limped away, cursing herself for being overly impetuous.

      They continued to circle, Idryll hopping to keep him from coming at her wounded side, him turning to protect his blind spot. She snarled, “I don’t suppose we could call this over.”

      He swung his head from side to side. “It only ends in a defeat. Surrender from my side is unacceptable. You, of course, may give up whenever you like.”

      She pretended to stumble, and he flinched in toward her before he corrected. His response was almost fast enough to keep him safe, but not quite. She raked a claw down his side, opening his skin and giving his lifeblood another path to escape. He snarled, all pretense of civilization gone, and charged in at her, his teeth seeking her throat. Two options presented themselves, and she chose the one she figured would be less expected.

      Idryll transformed into her human form and fell backward, her broken arm cradled against her body as she got her legs under his bulk. Her tiger muscles had stayed during the shape change, so she was able to hold his jaws away while her momentum carried her backward. She kicked out as her back rolled on the floor, pushing her legs out as powerfully as she could, and the wolf flew up and over her, then across the room to slam hard into the floor. She rose to her feet to continue the battle, but he was unconscious.

      A moment later, a wave of magic swept over her, and her wound healed painlessly. When her vision cleared, he stood before her in his humanoid form and sketched a shallow bow. “Well done, companion. You overcame instinct and used wisdom. It is rewarding to see someone like me pass the test.”

      Idryll nodded. “Thank you, guardian. Good luck with your future battles. You serve your partner well, even beyond his death.”

      He smiled and vanished, and Idryll walked over to the other two women. Keshalla said, “Nice move.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “You got that from Star Trek, didn’t you? Watching old reruns of William Shatner throwing around poorly costumed aliens.”

      Her partner laughed. “I’ll never tell.” She gestured with her chin at the doorway that lay beyond. “I wonder, what do you think we’ll find through there?”

      Ruby shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m sure whatever it is, we’re up to the task.”

      The three turned and headed forward into the next room. It proved to be even grander than the ones they’d been in, a massive library with three stories of books wrapping around in a circle. Wooden stairs climbed from level to level. Where the rest of the castle had been dark, cold stone, this space was warm and inviting. Idryll groaned. “They’re going to ask you to read. How did they know your secret weakness?”

      Ruby replied, “Har har, very funny. In any case, it doesn’t look too scary in here. Maybe we’re past the hardest part of the test.”

      A pair of large wingback chairs near the room's far end had their backs facing the entrance. A fox suddenly leapt onto the top of one, then sat and stared at them. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that, junra. Of all the rooms you’ve faced, rest assured, this will be the most dangerous.”
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      Ruby gave a soft sigh and tried not to let her irritation at the process of the venamisha show through. “Wow, what a shock. I’m Ruby, this is Idryll, and the one browsing the books over there is Keshalla.” Her mentor had stepped away immediately to examine the shelves.

      Her partner whispered, “Never saw her as much of a reader. More likely to hit someone with a book than open it.”

      She nodded. “Me neither, but she is crazy smart, so not a huge shock.”

      The fox responded, “The good news is that you have reached your final challenge. Succeed in this test, and you will have completed the trials.”

      A surge of anticipation washed through her. “Really? All of them?”

      The creature replied crossly, “Indeed. I believe that’s what I said.”

      Ruby straightened and strode forward, feeling Idryll doing the same slightly behind and to her right. She stopped at a respectful distance. “So, what is the situation here?”

      He smiled. “Nothing complicated. You must defeat me to complete your test.”

      She frowned. “No offense, but you don’t seem like a particularly strong fighter in that form.” After the shapeshifter in the previous room, she was well aware he probably wasn’t revealing all of his abilities.

      He tilted his head slightly to the side. “No, with that, I cannot argue. Are you prepared?”

      Ruby looked over at Idryll, who nodded. She turned back to the fox. “I am.”

      “Very good. The battle will be fought on a different plane, but know that should you die there, your body here dies, as well. In that likely event, the observer shall be portaled back with her memories of the castle and what has transpired in it removed.”

      Keshalla looked back over her shoulder and scowled. “Messing with other people’s minds is not cool.”

      The fox flicked his tail but didn’t reply to the other woman. Instead, he addressed his final comments directly to her and Idryll. “Good luck, Ruby Achera, companion.”
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        * * *

      

      The transition from the library to a different place happened without fanfare. One second, Ruby stood in the comfortable room surrounded by books. The next, she stood in a broken landscape surrounded by mass quantities of nothingness. Red earth and black rocks abounded, the former dusty and dry, the latter sharp enough to cut. She muttered, “Obsidian, maybe, or something similar. I don’t like the looks of those edges.”

      Idryll replied, “Agreed.” The ground trembled, and a small hole five feet in front of them discharged a jet of steam that shot ten feet in the air and sustained for several seconds before falling away. Even from their distance, the heat of the eruption was palpable. Her partner continued, “Looks as if lethal steam is on the menu, as well. I’m not going to lie. I really don’t like this place. Let’s go back and fight the wolf guy again.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Probably not an option. Although I’m not sure who we’re fighting.” The answer came from a short distance away as the fox, now double the size of any of its species she’d ever seen, emerged from behind one of the rock projections. She muttered, “Too easy. There’s gotta be a trick here.” It revealed itself a moment later as a cacophony of voices repeated the first fox’s phrase, and a dozen more of the creatures appeared from hiding spots all around them. She drew her sword and dagger and turned in a slow circle to gauge the enemy’s numbers and positions. “So, that’s a lot.” In the corner of her eye, she saw Idryll's claws emerge, and her muscles grow and lengthen as she readied herself for battle. Ruby called, “Any rules?”

      One of the foxes off to the left replied, “Only that you die, junra.” Its voice was harsher, nastier sounding than the other guardians’ had been. I wonder if these are all different beings, or if they’re separate elements of a single being’s personality or some other thing entirely. Maybe I can find out afterward. If there is a later.

      The foxes moved, and Ruby and Idryll flowed in a practiced motion to stand back-to-back. She summoned a force shield around them both, leaving a tiny gap through which she could cast spells. She thrust the dagger through it and sent a wash of fire at the nearest pair of foxes, catching them in mid-charge. One was tan. The other had a coat that vaguely resembled the orange in her partner’s fur. Funny what you notice at times like this.

      The creatures ran through her magic as if it wasn’t even there, entirely unsinged. It didn’t take her mind long to jump from that realization to the conclusion that her shield wouldn’t be particularly valuable against them, either. She shouted, “Scatter,” and ran to the right. Well, this just got a lot more difficult.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll ran forward at Ruby’s command. She angled toward a trio of foxes that had clustered together, prepared to slash them to ribbons. Her instincts warned her of impending danger, and she threw herself instantly to the right in a spinning jump. Had she continued on her original course, the explosion of fire and steam that blasted out of the ground would’ve fully engulfed her. As it was, she took a painful burn along her left arm, which drew a surprised yelp. Well, that’s embarrassing. She landed cleanly and flipped into a cartwheel in case anyone had been aiming for her landing spot.

      When she stopped moving, two of the foxes were in close range, and the third was vanishing toward her back in her peripheral vision. She picked one and moved at him, angling to put him in the way of his partner so they couldn’t both attack at once. He jumped with his teeth bared, going straight for her throat. She smashed an arm across his trajectory, blocking his effort and knocking him aside while positioning herself for the strike from his partner that had to be coming.

      The other fox went for her leg, and she leapt forward over it, sensing the pack hunting instinct at work. The front two distract me while the third one rips out my Achilles tendon. It’s the strategy I’d use. She angled the jump so she would land near the one she’d batted aside, who was scrambling to regain his feet. She channeled the momentum of the move into a kick that sent him flying. There was no question that something inside him had broken, and he was out of the fight. On the one hand, she felt bad about it. The foxes were smaller and less well-armed, and dammit to hell, cute. On the other, they were trying to kill her, so there was only so much goodwill their novelty could buy.

      She spun and found the other two stalking toward her again, having been joined by a second pair. “Four on one? A couple more friends and maybe it will be a fair fight.” They uttered a sound much like laughing and suddenly increased in size, a ripple through their body that left them bigger when it had passed. She sighed and muttered, “Sure, just had to open your mouth, didn’t you, Idryll?”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby was surprised at the creatures’ agility. She’d figured they would be nimble, but the way they were able to twist and turn and redirect their flight while in midair was entirely unexpected. One gave her a nasty bite on her cheek when she’d thought it would pass harmlessly by while she defended against another and somehow caught her, anyway. She swung her sword in a wide, low arc, spinning in a circle to clear the surrounding area. The one who jumped at her face during that maneuver got a dagger strike in the side for its trouble and fell away, bleeding. Don’t feel guilty, Ruby. They’re not really animals, and even if they were, they’re trying to kill you. She received a warning from her sword’s inhabitants and lashed out blindly to her right, cleanly cutting a fox in half as it went for her neck. Suddenly her opponents doubled in size, ratcheting up the danger to a substantially greater level. She called, “Watch out, they get bigger.”

      Idryll's reply was a short laugh, followed by, “Thanks for the information. Already aware.”

      “You could’ve shared.”

      “Little busy over here, no time to talk.”

      Ruby had been turning a slow circle, keeping her sword pointed at anyone who looked like they might charge. She’d apparently done so for long enough that her movements had become predictable. A heavy weight hit her in the back, and she felt teeth at the nape of her neck. She dove forward in a roll, losing the dagger as her wrist slammed off a small, thankfully non-bladed rock in her path and numbed her hand. She came up angry and summoned her magic, willing it into her muscles and bloodstream to increase her speed. Her blade flashed out as she went on the offensive, and her enemies responded by splitting away and coming back at her from several directions at once. She called, “Rotate,” and dashed toward Idryll.
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        * * *

      

      At the command, Idryll turned and ran toward Ruby’s position. One tactic they practiced seemingly endlessly was switching opponents during a battle, and Idryll ran at the trio of foxes that remained of her partner’s foes. The nearest tried to scramble away, clearly caught off guard. However, she was faster than Ruby, faster than the fox could have expected, and she slammed a brutal kick into his side that sent him into another. She shouted, “Goal,” and spun to smash a backfist into the body that was flying at her back. He hit the ground hard and didn’t rise. “Similar instincts, buddy, unfortunately for you.”

      The lone remaining fox doubled in size, and Idryll shook her head. “Seems unfair that when you knock out a small one, you get a bigger one.” She drove in, attacking with teeth and claws. It met her furious rush, scoring blows as it took her to the ground and used its back legs to rake at her. She snarled and transformed into her full tiger form, matching the attack. They each rolled aside to disengage, and both came up bleeding. Idryll growled, “Surrender.”

      The fox smiled, and it looked like the face of the guardian from the library. “Not an option. Defeat me or die. Oh, and did I mention this is a test for you both? If one of you dies, so does the other.”

      Sarcasm filled her mind. Well, I had considered giving up and dying, but if it also means my partner fails, I guess I’ll keep fighting. Idiot fox. Worst combat taunt ever. Idryll set her feet, gathered her strength, and charged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby was pleased to see that Idryll had reduced her opponents to four but would have loved seeing a smaller number. One, maybe. I’m sure I can handle one of the little guys with no problem. She positioned her sword in front of her defensively and maneuvered to keep all four of them in sight, backpedaling when they tried to circle her. That’s a good way to get burned, Ruby. Literally.

      She stopped and reached out with her force magic, grabbing her dagger and pulling it toward her, then adding more force behind it to magically hurl the weapon at the fox closest to it. The blade pinioned it in the hip, and that foe went down, out of the fight. The other three snarled and charged her as one. She got the sword in the way of the first, its claws scraping off the metal and a yelp of pain signaling that the blade had scored. She ducked under the second one as it leapt high toward her throat. Its paws tangled in her hair as it arrested its motion and jerked her backward.

      The punch she had aimed at the third only scraped it, thanks to the involuntary stumble. She shouted “Kagji” reflexively, then cursed when she remembered that magic didn’t faze the foxes. She lifted her arm and whipped the sword around her head, blade pointing straight down, and felt the creature jump away. A hunk of her hair fluttered through the air as she spun to find him and finish the job, but he was already out of range. Should’ve brought my dart bracelet. Or pistol. Or maybe some grenades. Sure do wish we had some grenades. Even with her magically increased speed, the creatures were faster than she could ever be.

      Ruby spotted a hole nearby and ran for it, hoping that proximity triggered the steam jets. She screamed as if in fear, trying to entice her enemies to follow, then dove at an angle away from it as the pillar of super-heated vapor materialized. A screech from behind told her that at least one fox hadn’t managed to dodge. When she turned back, the one with her dagger in its hip and the two that were still active had all grown larger by a third. “Not fair,” she growled.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll had already figured they would both have to live to win the challenge. She knew that Mirra Kaeni's companion had been a fox, and the notion that the guardians they’d faced were all previous companions had seemed like a logical conclusion. Thus, companions had to be worthy as well. She and her foe were now evenly matched in size, and both were similarly injured. The burn she’d taken had healed some during her shape change and was now nothing more than a minor annoyance and distraction.

      She circled, snapping at his tail when he didn’t move quite fast enough and yanking before he twisted and pulled it away. He turned to her with an expression that seemed to say, “Really?” and barreled in at her. Part of her wanted to meet that charge head-on, but she leapt instead, waiting until he was committed to the motion to take to the air. Her claws slashed at his back as she flew over him, and she landed in a twisting skid on the dry earth. He was already inbound again, the new furrows in his flesh not seeming to bother him in the least. He whipped out an arm and clawed at her, the attack unexpected since she’d focused on his teeth. Stupid. She took cuts on her flank, but they were shallow and not immediately worrisome. By the time I bleed out, this fight will be over. We’ll either have won or lost a different way.

      Idryll was starting to get the impression that she was only strong enough to keep the creature at bay and decided that should be her strategy until Ruby told her differently. She shifted tactics, staying crouched, feinting and fading, avoiding his attacks instead of meeting them. His style changed in response. The oversized fox’s efforts became faster and less powerful, clearly hoping to catch her in an evasion. It was the right call since one good lick could potentially slow her sufficiently for him to finish the fight. However, Idryll had been in battles like this before, and there was no way a fox, no matter how big he was, was going to beat a tiger in a war that resembled a hunt.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby spotted Idryll facing off against a giant fox. She knew that if she didn’t act quickly and didn’t take out the pair in front of her simultaneously, their remaining enemies’ growth would put them at a severe disadvantage. She sped into a run again, this time toward her partner, around one of the obsidian-like rock formations. Stopping on the far side of it, she sheathed her sword and pumped energy into her muscles. She gave a loud shout and kicked at the rock, hoping it shared a certain fragility with its Earthly cousin when attacked from the right angle. Her target splintered and flew, shards jetting out at the pair of foxes following her. They fell, bleeding profusely, pierced in a half dozen places each. She spun at a roar from the other direction and saw that the fox facing Idryll had doubled in size again, now taller than she was despite its four-legged stance. Ruby charged, and Idryll did the same, circling to the opposite side before making her rush to force their foe to choose between them.

      The fox selected her and nimbly blocked the sword strike she sent at it, her blade lopping off one of its claws while the rest of them stopped her blow before it could do any real damage. The creature lurched forward, snapped its body around at the last minute to slam into her, and sent her flying. She landed between the smaller foxes and among the shrapnel that had killed them. The sharp stones slashed into both her hands and the back of her head.

      She ignored the wounds and got back to her feet, pumping more magic into her body and using her free hand to scrabble at the potions on her left thigh as she moved in an unsteady run back toward the fight. The oversized creature had thwarted Idryll's attack from behind, and she was circling it, dashing in to nip at its legs but skittering back out of range to avoid its blocks. Ruby didn’t think she’d have adequate strength to administer a killing blow in one strike, and without her magic to finish the job, she wasn’t sure she’d survive long enough to end her opponent. So, I need a different option. Unfortunately, there’s only one left that might work.

      She gritted her teeth and opened her mind to the sword, imploring the beings within to help her. Then she released the Atlantean representation of the artifact into her mind as she called upon its power. He crowed with glee, and she felt battle lust surge as the shadow tendrils reached out to wrap around the fox. He turned in surprise at the presence of functioning magic. These things don’t follow the same rules as other magic, which is mostly bad but useful at this moment. She tightened the tendrils and stalked toward him, ready to slice his throat and end the fight. When she got near enough to administer that final stroke, he vanished, and suddenly they were in the library again. Ruby’s legs wobbled, and she fell, only then realizing that the wounds to her hands and head were far worse than they’d seemed and had come back from that other place with her. Channeling too much magic to my body to notice. Keshalla warned me. Stupid.

      Through blurry eyes, she saw the fox, still in position on top of the chair, gazing down at her. Her focus was only for him, but she did note a hand opening the pouch containing her potions and knew her allies would keep her from death if anyone could. She had no energy remaining to do anything and felt like she’d burned away a core part of herself.

      He announced, “Your trials are over. You have proven yourselves adequate to follow in the steps of those who have gone before. A messenger will arrive to lead you the rest of the way.” He gave a respectful nod to her and Idryll, holding each for several seconds. “You are now able to portal out of this place.”

      Liquid trickled into her mouth, and she felt the healing potion begin its work on her damaged body. Messenger, is it? That could be a day, a year, a decade away. Not going to hold my breath.

      Idryll's voice came as if through a long tunnel. “Let’s portal her back to the village so she can rest.”

      Ruby murmured, “That sounds like a great idea,” and heard her words as a bunch of slurred, mostly unintelligible syllables. She concentrated and managed to force a few coherent sentences out before she lost consciousness. “Grab a book or three. Anything that looks interesting. The archivist will be ticked if she finds out we were in a library and didn’t bring her books.”
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      Julianna Sloane rose from the couch in her Las Vegas apartment with a smile as her lieutenants entered. She hugged each of them, part of the “New me, new rules” attitude she was trying to take with her people. It would be some time before she felt like dating or being social with anyone other than those who worked for her, so she wanted to ensure that those relationships were as strong as they could be. She gestured the pair to the couch, another change from previous practices, and served them both coffee from the pot she’d had sent up. When they were all arranged, she said, “So. Bring me up to date.”

      Smith began the report. “Things here are secure. We’re getting along well with the people who own the building. They’ve granted us access to all the security feeds, and one of our staff is now watching them at all times. Plus, we’re running surveillance programs we brought with us from Reno.”

      Julianna nodded. Her husband had been justifiably paranoid and hadn’t scrimped on the security in their casino penthouse. Their surveillance and defensive tech were top-notch. He continued, “I think it’s safe to say we now have a reliably secure base of operations here. Our people are checking into the restaurants you asked about, making sure we know who’s working in the back, and discussing arrangements for possible visits.” Another of her husband’s fears had been poison, a tactic he’d used on multiple occasions in his previous career. So, before she would eat at a restaurant, she would need to be certain no assassins lay in wait for her to give them an opportunity. For now, she’d brought her chef from Reno along, and trusted employees were buying supplies in other cities and bringing them back to Vegas.

      “Excellent. And our operations in Ely?”

      Thompson nodded and took over the speaking role. “Aces did a nice job of knocking the security company the Council invited in back on its heels. The partners report that they made off with a great deal of new tech and injured quite a few of their operatives.”

      “Only injured?”

      Thompson shrugged. “That’s what they said. Of course, they also blew up the building, so anyone who didn’t escape beforehand is probably rather more than injured.”

      Julianna laughed. “Well, well. I didn’t think they had that level of nastiness in them. I bet it was the dwarf’s idea.” The others nodded. “He seems the more bloodthirsty of the two. Although,” she thought of herself and her husband, “looks can be deceiving. Anyway, good. What did we learn about the other company?”

      Smith shrugged. “From what the Aces people said, the Worldspan folks fought well. We’ve been checking into them, and they seem quite competent. They come with outstanding recommendations from a large number of clients.”

      “Anyone we know?”

      He shook his head. “Mainly Utah. The boss, uh, the previous boss, hadn’t put much effort in there yet.”

      She laughed softly. “Well, maybe that will be the next market we move into once we finish up north. So, do you think it’s worth seeing if we can get this other company on our side?”

      Her lieutenants looked at each other. Smith shrugged, and Thompson nodded. The latter said, “From what we’ve heard, they probably won’t respond at all well to having been attacked. Chances are strong they’ll increase their efforts in Ely, rather than stepping them down.”

      Julianna nodded. “Good. I think this has potential. You should drop in on them.”

      Thompson lifted an eyebrow. “Unannounced?”

      “Sure. Let’s see how they respond to the unexpected.”
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        * * *

      

      Thompson was in the passenger seat as Smith drove. They’d rented a helicopter for the quick trip from city to city, then rented a car at the airport. A large black SUV was their chosen conveyance, in case they needed its power or its toughness if things went awry. She certainly didn’t expect a social visit to turn into anything bad and doubted the vehicle selection would matter much if it did. Still, it didn’t take long in the security business to learn that you always prepared as if it would. Especially when working for someone like the Sloanes.

      She’d spent time in the military and kicked around in a couple of mercenary units masquerading as government-contracted security companies before taking the gig for the Sloane family. The employees who worked under her and Smith were an almost equal mix between people who had come up through criminal organizations and those who had been military or law enforcement and decided to make a change. She’d experienced enough of the seedy side of life to not feel too many moral compunctions about what the Sloanes were into. On the rare occasions when she drank enough to get brutally honest, she would accuse everyone of being a criminal and explain that when everyone was, no one was. Those episodes usually ended with fists flying and furniture breaking.

      Smith said, “One minute out,” as if she wasn’t already tracking their progress on her phone as she paged through the Worldspan Security records their infomancer had provided. That’s one really good thing we got out of working with the Aces people, the connection to Scimitar. She’s the sharpest computer jockey I’ve ever worked with. The car stopped at a gated security booth, and Smith said, “Representatives of Julianna Sloane, here to meet with someone from Worldspan.”

      The guard, clad in a bulletproof vest and with a rifle hanging across his chest, nodded. “Hang on, let me check.” They’d debated having Scimitar create a fictitious back-dated appointment for them, making them seem legit until they got inside, but had decided the people they wanted to talk to were more likely to be annoyed than impressed with such a tactic. So they’d chosen the more respectful route. After several moments, the guard hit the button to open the heavy metal gates and waved them forward. “Pull in over there.”

      “Over there,” was a concrete pad off to the side of the two-lane road that ran into the industrial park. Smith complied, and when the vehicle was solidly in place on the slab, a barrier of spikes that would shred their tires if they tried to drive over them shot up around the border of it to keep them immobile. Thompson nodded. “Clever. Not a bad plan if you have the space for it and don’t care about ticking off your visitors.”

      Another SUV much like theirs pulled up, and two men climbed out, both with hands resting on pistols in drop holders. Thompson and Smith opened their doors slowly and climbed out of the vehicle, keeping their arms spread away from their bodies. A third person appeared from the SUV and patted them down, noting the guns in their shoulder holsters but not taking them. He informed them mildly, “You’ll have to leave those in the lobby. We’ll give you a receipt.” He seemed like law enforcement, in his forties, probably with military in his background. The other two, both younger, felt the same to her.

      She gave him a quick nod. “Whatever it takes. Smith, don’t forget the case.”

      Her partner opened the back door and pulled out a briefcase. The man asked, “What’s in it?”

      Smith replied, “The usual. Some papers for a proposal, a laptop, nothing exciting.”

      The other nodded. “It stays with you until we get to the lobby, where we will thoroughly inspect it. Any questions?”

      Thompson shook her head. “We’re in your hands.”

      They rode in the back seat, with one of the men next to them and the other two up front. Their seatmate was twisted to face them and had liberated his gun from its holster, holding it calmly against his leg. Professional. They do things right. That’s a good sign. When they reached the lobby, they entered what was essentially an airlock, with heavy glasslike doors on either side. She guessed it was bulletproof glass, if not something tougher. Smith put the briefcase into a scanner as directed, and the guards stood and waited after casually taking positions that would allow them to shoot without creating a crossfire.

      With no visible sign of communication, the one who seemed in charge said, “Okay, it’s cleared, you can grab it. Go in, turn to your left, and surrender your guns.” Once they did, their escort brought them beyond the single set of doors that led on from the lobby. The man who’d been their conversational partner led them, and the pair that had accompanied him trailed behind. He explained, “Boss isn’t available yet, so she asked me to give you the dime tour.” He took them through the building, a strange three-story combination of bunker chic and corporate modernism. The walls were painted and decorated as they would be in any business park, but when passing through doorways, Thompson noted they were twice as thick as they would have been in a more innocent place.

      The doors were all open, but she imagined when they shut, they would have some serious locking mechanisms that snapped automatically into place. Small camera domes were present throughout the facility. Probably why all these doors are open for us. Someone is charting our progress and making it happen. Their escort took them through meeting rooms, a modest cafeteria, and into a garage on the first floor, which held five black SUVs and several vehicles of other sizes. They ranged from what looked like an armored car to a Winnebago-sized command center, to judge by the communication antennas on the top.

      The second floor turned out to be offices, many of them filled with people sitting behind computers. It appeared to be a stereotypical tech business until you peered closer and realized that every worker was a little harder-looking than you’d expect. The third floor comprised a wide-open meeting space in the middle, with couches and a table, a large conference room along one wall, and two offices along the other. Their research had indicated that the company had two principals, and the man took them into the office of the one who, according to their information, had been present in Magic City prior to the attack on their headquarters there.

      The elf rose from behind her desk and extended a hand, moving comfortably toward them, showing no signs of injury from the fight with Aces. Thin dark braids hung down over her shoulders, and her leather pants and tunic definitely weren’t business casual. They exchanged introductions, and she moved back to her chair, gesturing for them to take the ones across the desk from her. She asked, “So, what can I do for the family of The Nightmare?”

      Smith slowly lifted the briefcase and set it on the desk. He said, “Our boss has an offer for you. Is it okay if I open this?”

      She casually drew a pistol from an open desk drawer and pointed it at him, then nodded. He opened the case, pressing the almost invisible button to release the concealed compartment. Inside, hidden from physical scans by advanced technology that had cost a serious amount to procure, was an encrypted video communication link strong enough to get past the jamming field surrounding the headquarters. On the large display was Julianna Sloane, who grinned out of the screen at the three of them. “Ms. Prash, thank you for agreeing to meet with us. I have a proposition that I think you’re going to find very interesting.”
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      Jared Trenton hit the button on the pod coffee maker to brew something strong and dark. The aftermath of their attack on Worldspan Security had involved a lot of pitching, a lot of calls, and a whole lot of effort. He’d been going on minimal sleep for several days, and even though he’d always thrived on overwork, he was starting to feel the effects. He inhaled the coffee’s bitter fumes, sipped it, and sighed. “Okay, I can function now.”

      He took his chair at the small table in the secure room at the Aces Security headquarters. The featureless white walls were a balm to his nerves. His partner, Grentham, was already seated, looking far less tired than Jared felt. They’d both been on a high since taking on the bigger company.

      The dwarf said, “Gotta love how Worldspan has pretty much gone silent since we dropped in and bashed them down. Not exactly a strong response.”

      Jared nodded. “But one that definitely works in our favor. You know, we lucked out on that op. Everything went right. The infomancer played a big role in that. We need to make sure she’s happy.”

      “We could send her a bonus payment.”

      Jared shook his head. “Impersonal. Let’s give her something from the pile of stuff we liberated. There’s doubtless an item in there that would pique her interest.”

      Grentham laughed. “Liberated? Good word. I’d say we outright stole it.”

      Jared chuckled. “Either way, it belongs to us now.”

      Apparently overwhelmed with jealousy of Jared’s drink, Grentham rose to make his own. “A lot of that stuff is going to be useful for the new gigs we’ll be getting.”

      “Yeah, spreading the information about how they weren’t able to protect their building swung the pendulum away from them. Our other competitors are making some deals too, but I think it’ll fall out with us having the lion’s share.”

      Grentham grunted. “The thing with the Mist is still right in the front of everybody’s mind. Blowing up the place was a good choice.”

      Jared nodded. “Aside from the insurance company and Worldspan personnel, it was a clean op with no bystanders harmed. Like I said, a definite win.” He drank his coffee in silence until his partner sat across the table from him again.

      The dwarf replied, “You know, I promised my people a cut to help out. They take cash.”

      Jared sighed. “We’re not doing great on financial reserves at the moment. We’ll need to liquidate some of the items we’ve liberated then, maybe including the gems.” He gestured toward the diamonds they had stolen from Spirits casino, which had more or less become their albatross. As long as they kept them in the secure room where no one could track them, the gems did no harm. If they risked taking them out, though, they opened themselves up to trouble. A fortune in stones and no way to sell them. Well, eventually, things will quiet down enough that we can manage it. Perhaps we can bring someone in here to do the buy.

      His partner offered, “I can take care of turning the items into money. I have some small skills in the area.”

      Jared laughed. “If I didn’t know you so well, I’d say you were using Aces as a way to fund your little trade empire.”

      The dwarf joined in the laughter. “I can see that. Like you said, either way. As long as everything goes right for both of us, it’s all good. Speaking of which, we better get a move on if we’re going to make it to Invention on time.”

      Jared rose and stretched. “I can’t even imagine what a board meeting populated exclusively by gnomes would be like.”

      Grentham grinned. “Same as any other, I bet, but shorter. Don’t be speciesist. Bodies differ, but in the end, people are all the same. Promise them the moon at a decent price point, and greed will win out.”

      “Well then, let’s go make that happen.”
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        * * *

      

      They entered by the front door of the technology-themed gnome casino, which was kind of a cross of steampunk and nerd culture. Of all the casinos on the strip, it was Jared’s least favorite. He thought it was noisier, more cluttered, less elegant, and far more outright annoying than any of the others. He muttered, “A couple of hours in here, and I’d lose my mind.”

      Grentham laughed. “I don’t know. I kind of dig this place. If we do put people in here, they’re going to need earplugs. I imagine it would be possible to set up an algorithm that filters out the normal sounds or at least dampens them. Maybe we can get some branded earpieces like rock stars wear.”

      They had only made it a dozen feet inside before a pair of gnomes in uniform intercepted them. They were both short, typical for their species, but other than that looked equal parts smart and menacing. Their hands rested on a pistol-shaped weapon of some sort on their belt, but he couldn’t make out what filled the holster. Taser, probably, but who knows? Could be magitech. He had enough self-awareness to realize that question might be the real reason the place made him so uncomfortable. He had a firm grasp on technology, far more than the average person. He also had a good understanding of magic, at least how to use it and how to defend against it, and felt adept in that environment. Mixing the two…that was a recipe for chaos, in his estimation.

      The slightly taller of the two gnomes nodded at them. “Mr. Jared. Mr. Grentham. Please, come with us.”

      Unlike the other casinos, which generally had grand sweeping staircases leading from the first to the second level, the gnomes had elevators that looked like old-school pneumatic tubes but festooned with brass and rivets and who knew what else. They stepped into a capsule, the door rotated closed in front of them, and they shot up several levels. The casino itself was four stories, the hotel rising much higher beyond it. Floors one and two were the public areas. The third floor was open to gnomes only, a decision that caused some consternation among the Council, his partner had said. The gnomes valued their privacy and didn’t budge on the issue. He imagined games of chance using technological and magical items that would be outlawed if commonly employed.

      Their destination was the fourth floor, which turned out to be a fairly standard office setup, though slightly smaller in scale than the ones he was used to. The design had taken into account that humans and even Kilomea might visit from time to time, but things generally trended toward serving the gnomes’ stature. They were escorted to a conference room and left there, and Jared grimaced at his partner as he lowered himself into a seat that seemed too small to bear his weight.

      Grentham said, “Interesting place. I’d really like to see what’s on the third floor. Hell, it would be worth giving them a discount to find out.”

      Jared laughed. “Whatever it takes to seal the deal. Once we get our claws in them, then we can ratchet things up. Especially if the other options around town diminish as they have been lately.” He was aware they were probably being listened to, but he wasn’t worried about it. All part of the plan. He figured the gnomes already held a low estimation of him, so playing into that expectation would only serve him well in the long run. Makes me look truthful. Besides, the process he described was how everyone played the game. The casino owners did it themselves on the gaming floors below. They caught people with the blinking lights and loud noises of the slot machines set to pay out with only the tiniest profit, then drew them in for the more expensive games of chance once they felt lucky. That was where the casino made its real money. Might not be how it works in other places, but Magic City plays by its own rules.

      He rose again as a female gnome entered. She had bright red curly hair, an attractive face, and a curvy form wrapped in an appropriately scaled business suit in red and black. She waved at them. “Please, gentlemen, sit. No need for formality here. It’s my hope we can get our business done quickly and profitably for both sides.”

      Grentham reclaimed his seat. “Music to my ears, Ms. Melinda.”

      She inclined her head as she sat on the opposite side of them. “So, tell me what you offer that’s different from what everyone else offers. Don’t start with price. Everyone’s all about how they can save us money. I’m concerned about not becoming the next Mist. If it takes knocking down the payout on a few games to accomplish it, I have no problem with that.”

      They’d agreed that Grentham should lead. His partner said, “Well, as the only magical-owned security company in town, we have a unique understanding of your needs. We take pride in becoming part of your place, melding into the background so as not to distract your gamers. At the same time, we bring both cutting-edge technology and powerful knowledge of magic to the table. You can rest assured that these set us far beyond the capabilities of the human-owned companies, even the ones that have magicals on their staff.”

      He spread his hands apart in an open, oft-practiced gesture. “We know every piece of the puzzle intuitively. Our people are largely ex-military and ex-law enforcement and have undergone rigorous rounds of testing to ensure they don’t have any anti-magical bias.” That was true. It was one of the things Grentham had insisted upon early in their partnership, and it had paid substantial dividends over time.

      The gnome nodded and turned her gaze to him. “Do you speak, Mr. Jared?”

      He chuckled. “I do, but I find that my partner is much more adept at it. I endorse everything he said. I hope we can reach an agreement that is long-term and beneficial for us all.”

      She grinned. “Well, your initial pitch gives us a starting point. Let me call for some lunch, and we’ll get down to the details.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby opened the door of her bedroom at her parents’ house with a groan. Idryll wrapped an arm around her waist to steady her, and Ruby leaned on the other woman. Simply getting herself showered and dressed had been a challenge. She didn’t feel like the last part of the venamisha had caused her permanent damage, but it was fair to say she hurt as much as she had after any fight or training session, even given the healing potion her allies had administered. She’d considered downing another, but Keshalla had cautioned her to let her body do what it needed to do. Ruby couldn’t argue with the sentiment. Sometimes pushing with magic led to unintended consequences.

      The octopus tattoo on her arm, in particular, ached like the bone underneath was broken. She was expending constant mental effort to push the illusory Atlantean back into his glass box, but he was resistant to being re-imprisoned. She would probably need to spend an hour meditating at the bunker to do more than achieving a stalemate. For now, she was hungry and hurting, felt as if she was trapped inside her flesh, and missed her family.

      Matthias intercepted them halfway down. “Miss Ruby. Are you okay?”

      She smiled, as the sight of him always made her happy. “Overdid it a little in combat practice yesterday. Nothing big. This, by the way, is my companion, Idryll.

      He nodded. “Hello, Miss Idryll.”

      The shapeshifter, currently in her Mist Elf form with that flowing orange and red hair that made Ruby look plain beside her, gave him a friendly grin. “Well met, Matthias. Ruby has told me a lot about you. It’s clear you’ve hidden a lot of her misdeeds over the years.” They’d decided not to reveal that Idryll was the cat who had shared her bedroom on occasion. That would create too much confusion. History didn’t specify that the Mirra’s companion had to be a magical animal of some kind, and she wasn’t sure the boulder creature fit into that category, anyway. She was willing to use that lack of evidence to keep Idryll's true nature a mystery for now. He laughed and fell behind as they continued.

      Her parents rose at the sight of her stiff entrance into the room, and she lifted a hand with a smile. “I’m fine, I’m fine, don’t worry. Everyone, this is Idryll. Idryll, everyone.” Morrigan raised an eyebrow and offered a small grin, and the others said hello. Her mother asked, “What’s going on? We didn’t expect you.”

      Ruby nodded and lowered herself into her chair. Idryll sat on the empty one to her left. “So, you know how I wasn’t really able to talk about the venamisha before? Now I am.” She related the tale as they ate breakfast, frequently pausing to stuff French toast into her mouth. “So, I think it’s over. Three stages seem to be what everyone agrees upon, so I shouldn’t have to do it again. Which is good because that last one hurt like a, uh, hurt a lot.”

      Her mother said, “Idryll came from those trials somehow?”

      Ruby nodded. “Apparently, it’s part of being worthy, being able to deal with smart-assed beings.”

      Idryll hurled the napkin at her face. “Well, if you would ever show the slightest bit of sense, maybe I wouldn’t have to be the one doing all the heavy mental lifting.”

      The table erupted in laughter, and Dralen shook his head with a grin. “Seems like you have my sister down pat.” Shifting his attention to her, he asked, “So, what, you’re going to be the boss of everything?” He sounded a little annoyed.

      Ruby shrugged. “Don’t know. That wasn’t made clear. I’ll have responsibilities of some kind.”

      Morrigan wore a concerned expression, the corners of her mouth turning down slightly. “Will you have to spend more time on Oriceran? Or move there?” The concern in her voice probably read as fear of missing her to her parents, but Ruby knew her worry was more about the battle they waged for the safety of Magic City.

      She shrugged. “There’s supposed to be a messenger or something to let me know what’s next. Based on prior experience, I have no guess at all as to how long that will take. I’m going to ignore the issue until the messenger arrives.”

      Her father, Rayar, asked, “Do you have any indication as to what those responsibilities might entail?”

      She shook her head. “No idea. The mystics are looking into it, but it appears no one ever made a concerted effort to pass down that particular knowledge.”

      Her mother sighed, but it was a happy sound. “Once it’s all official, we’ll have to admit we’ve been less than truthful about you being a human. Plus, you won’t have to wear a disguise anymore.”

      Ruby laughed. “Sometimes the disguise is useful. The rest of it is all you.” She pointed at them. “Dishonest parents, lying to your friends and coworkers. Shameful.” Laughter circled the table again.

      Morrigan wasn’t fully joining in the mirth, but she seemed to be trying. “Do you get a castle?”

      She gave an imperious nod. “I’m sure of it. I decree castles for everyone when I’m in charge. You won’t be able to walk down the street without bumping into another castle.”

      Dralen remarked, “So I guess you’ll be stepping away from the family business, then?”

      Ruby laughed. “Sorry to crush your hopes, but nope, I’m still me. I might have more projects on my plate than usual, but I’m good at keeping the balls in the air and delegating where I need to. Besides, being in charge probably means I get a staff of some kind, right?”

      Idryll muttered, “A staff upside the head, one would hope.”

      Everyone laughed, and Sinnia asked her, “So, Idryll, do I understand that you joined my daughter after the first venamisha?”

      The shapeshifter shook her head. “During, actually. There’s a test where the junra must select from several statues. When she chose the one that looked like me, it brought me there to fight her. Fortunately, at that stage, the object is only to evaluate the junra, not to kill them.” She bared her teeth. “That comes later.”

      More laughter. Rayar asked, “So, are you with her all the time then?”

      Idryll scowled. “Eww. No. No one can handle that much punishment.” Ruby rolled her eyes and returned the napkin in a fast throw at her partner’s face. “Besides, she needs time to spend with her boyfriend.” She put a salacious emphasis on the last word.

      Sinnia perked up. “A boyfriend? Really? Why haven’t we met this person?”

      Ruby sighed. “Because I want him to like me, maybe? And you all are crazy?”

      Morrigan replied, “She’s afraid he’ll see that she’s the least interesting member of the family.”

      Dralen looked down at his fingernails as if admiring his manicure. “And the least attractive, by far. I can see why she’d want to keep a potential suitor away from us.”

      Ruby twisted in her seat and poked his nose with a fingertip. “Shut up, you, or your castle will be made entirely of dungeons. Dungeon after dungeon after dungeon. You’ll spend a week in each in rotation. One cell will have rats. The next will have centipedes. And so on.” She grinned widely. “Hey, you know, I like that idea. Thanks.” She swiveled her head to regard Morrigan. “And you, you get to work the floor at the casino for all eternity, serving drinks exclusively to people on losing streaks at the slot machine.” They were inevitably the most annoying customers, angry over their losses and trying to make up for it with free beverages.

      When she stopped laughing, Sinnia asked, “What about us?”

      Ruby nodded. “You two haven’t insulted me recently. So, you get a small castle, more a cottage castle, really, somewhere deep in the woods of Oriceran. You’ll be permitted to visit us once or twice a year.”

      Rayar laughed. “If your mother and I have to spend that much time alone together, she’ll murder me.”

      Sinnia nodded primly. “It’s true.”

      Ruby relented. “Okay then, how about we continue as we are and don’t worry about all this nonsense until it forces us to?”

      Morrigan grinned, the most genuine expression she’d seen from her sister yet. “Deal.”

      The other members of her family repeated the affirmation until it circled to Idryll. She sighed and shook her head. “Boring. Typical. Honestly, why anyone would put you in charge of anything is beyond me. I wouldn’t trust you with a plant-sitting business.”

      Amid more laughter, the conversation turned to Ruby’s truly awful abilities with plants. Somehow, she had the notion that Morrigan had been sharing stories with Idryll and wondered exactly what they filled their time talking about when they were out on patrol. Oh, a counter alliance, is it? We’ll just see about that. My vengeance will be swift and brutal. Like, totally swift and totally brutal. That’s definitely how it’s going to be. Totally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby swirled defensively, using the sword in her right hand to deflect the blade seeking her head, and using the one in the left to convince her second opponent not to press the attack she’d begun a moment before. The clearing was mostly empty for their combat although several villagers had come out to watch. Ruby wasn’t sure whether it was because Keshalla was always worth learning from or because Ruby now held a status she’d never had before. Her teacher had suggested it was time to add Idryll to the mix regularly since she would now factor in most, or possibly all, of Ruby’s fights.

      She had also warned her student that her studies were falling behind. She said, “If you intend to master the double sword, you will have to clear time to practice regularly.”

      Yeah, like I have time for that sort of thing. Ruby’s magic was limited to the force shields covering her blades and what she could pump into her muscles, both by her teacher’s orders and by the fact that her hands were both tied up with the weapons. As yet, she still hadn’t had time to investigate how to cast magic through her sword. The entities within told her that no one had ever done that with them before, but that was a far cry from saying it was impossible. Time, time, everything takes time. She had managed to find the opportunity to spend an hour locking the artifact back into its place, though. That ranked above every other entry on her priority list.

      Idryll slammed into her from behind, Keshalla having distracted Ruby at the right moment. The blow came at knee level, knocking her backward over her partner. Her teacher charged forward with a cry, and Ruby used her extra powered muscles to launch herself into a backward roll that carried her to her feet, both swords flicking out to intercept Keshalla's attacks from above and from her right. Her teacher snapped a foot out, but Ruby shifted and caught it on a raised thigh, then smashed that foot out at her teacher. Keshalla blocked down with the pommel of the sword, the two blades scraping down their full length. As they disengaged, Ruby’s ankle twisted and erupted into pins and needles.

      She jumped back, yelling, “Ouch, jerk,” and drew a laugh from her teacher. She sensed rather than saw Idryll off to the side and hopped into a skip kick, landing her heel right in the shapeshifter’s stomach. The breath blew out of her foe with a loud gasp, but Ruby didn’t have a chance to follow up on the attack since her numbed foot gave out. She controlled her tumble, twisting and writhing to bring her swords to bear in defense again. Keshalla stabbed and kicked from above, and Idryll was close enough that Ruby couldn’t get away in that direction.

      She was stuck on her back, barely able to defend against Keshalla's attacks, and would be a sitting duck when her companion did rejoin the fight. Plus, her body ached from head to toe. It was a good feeling, full of confidence that she had come back and was now only tired and exhausted from the extended training session. Still, she was done in. She shouted, “I yield,” and let her hands drop to the ground. Her teacher’s sword stopped moving an inch from her throat, and Ruby gave her raised eyebrows. “I said, I yield. I surrender. I give up. You win. There’s no need to be nasty about it.”

      Keshalla laughed and sheathed her blades with a flourish, then extended a hand to help her up. Idryll grumbled, sounding out of breath, “Wait. Let me hit her a few times before it’s over.”

      Ruby assisted her partner to rise once she’d regained her feet and shook her head. “You’re the reason I called it off.” Her voice dropped to a stage whisper. “Her I could’ve taken. But you, no way.”

      The comment earned her a none too soft kick in the behind, and she straightened in surprise with a laugh. “Oh, I see how it is. Can’t handle the truth, huh?” Ruby retrieved her swords and put them back where they belonged, then asked, “I don’t suppose you found out anything about the messenger?” She gestured at her house, needing to clean her gear and store it away before her teacher yelled at her for delaying.

      Keshalla followed her toward the small home. “I’ve talked to the elders of all the villages I have connections with, which is most of them. No one remembers anything, or they’re not talking. I tend to think it’s probably the former at this point since there’s no need for them to keep secrets.”

      Ruby laughed. “Every elderly person I’ve ever met considers knowledge currency. If you’re not willing to offer them something good in trade, their lips are sealed.”

      Keshalla grinned. “That’s a useful piece of wisdom from you, minari. I count myself amazed.”

      Idryll groaned. “Yes, yes, will wonders never cease. Every compliment you give her increases the size of her ego exponentially. You should stop. Maybe switch over to insulting her regularly.”

      Ruby opened the door and headed into the house. “I think you have that fully covered, Idryll.” She pulled the harness that held her swords over her head, hung it on the wall, and started to unlace her boots. “Did Nadar offer anything?”

      Keshalla shrugged. “I didn’t have a chance to visit with the mystics. It hasn’t been that long, you know.”

      “Slacker. How about we drop in and say hello?”
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        * * *

      

      Word of her impending arrival had preceded her. They arrived at the mystics’ home to find them all down on one knee, including Nadar and the archivist. Ruby shook her head and stalked directly over to the pair. Grabbing their hands and pulling them to their feet, she said, “Not just no, but hell no. Be nice to me, sure. Feed me the best food and drink, definitely. Give me presents, okay, maybe, if the inclination strikes you. Kneel before me? No way, no how.”

      Nadar laughed, seeming relieved. She sensed that she might have passed a test in his eyes. “I’m glad to hear it. One imagined you had not changed, but it’s always better to be unnecessarily formal than not formal enough, don’t you agree?”

      Idryll replied, “I’ve seen her eat. She definitely does not agree.”

      Ruby snapped out her foot in a kick to the woman’s shin and received a slap on the back of her head as a counter. She reached up and rubbed it. “That’s it, you get a castle full of dungeons, too.” Nadar and Keshalla gave her a confused look, and the archivist laughed at the banter.

      The pair of mystics escorted them straight to the archive, where the woman had arranged seats and snacks at her desk. Nadar said, “We don’t normally allow food down here, but now that you have completed the venamisha, we believe secrecy is essential. Obviously, those before us thought so.”

      Ruby managed to say around a mouthful of trail bread, with only a small moan of pleasure at the taste, “Sounds like you found some things.”

      The archivist laughed. “Indeed. The books you brought back from the trial were exceedingly well-chosen.”

      Keshalla replied smugly, “Of course they were.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Yeah, you’re awesome, and everyone knows it. No need to be snotty about it.” She turned her head to the archivist. “What have you discovered?”

      The woman unlocked a drawer in her desk and pulled out a tome, setting it flat on the wooden surface. If she felt the impulse to lock that thing up among the mystics, it must hold something very important. “This is a journal, written by one of the companions. Mirra Mintel’s partner.”

      Idryll said, “Oh, I like that guy.”

      Ruby replied, “Will you shut up and let the woman speak? Honestly, you’re such a chatterbox these days. I think Morrigan is rubbing off on you, and not in a good way.” She intercepted the lazy slap Idryll threw her way, and the archivist laughed again at their antics.

      The older woman said, “Well, obviously the perspective is a little different since it’s from someone on the inside. I won’t bore you with talk of the trials and so forth. That’s something you can check out whenever you like by visiting us. Without refreshments, of course.” She pulled the book slightly away from where their cups of tea rested. “The messenger is discussed near the end. He says they went about their daily lives for ‘several weeks’ before the messenger appeared. When she did, they were summoned and ‘taken away’ for an indeterminate amount of time.”

      Ruby nodded. “That sounds more or less like what I expected, although the idea that someone might take me somewhere for something is a bit of a surprise.” She shrugged. “Guess it’s pretty much the same old same old, given the process so far.” They talked for a while longer, but the mystics shared no more useful information. As they walked out into the open air to look up at the mountain, Keshalla gestured at the pinnacle, which was again mist-covered. “I’ve been up higher. The castle is invisible.”

      Ruby replied, “Really? Weird. I figured it would stick around.”

      Keshalla nodded. “I guess that only you can access it now, and perhaps others with your permission. Or maybe not.”

      Ruby laughed. “Well, at least I’ll have a place to get away from her.” She gestured at Idryll.

      Her companion shook her head. “Highly doubtful. Where you go, I go, remember? Kind of the rules.”

      Ruby sighed. “I’ll take this castle. You get the one full of dungeons, identical to Dralen's. Keshalla, you can have one full of random traps and enemies to defeat. Don’t thank me. I want you all to be happy. I am a benevolent tyrant.” Internally, she laughed. A custom castle for everyone, this idea keeps getting better all the time.
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      Dieneth gazed down from the balcony onto the floor of his warehouse. It was a new warehouse after the visit from Magic City’s vigilantes forced him to abandon the other. It had been worth it, though, to get a sense of them. He knew now that convincing them to join him was a nonstarter, although he had the feeling they might be willing to stay on the sidelines as long as he kept his actions as under the radar as possible. Probably wishful thinking. Self-styled heroes are rarely logical. Still, one can hope, right? Below, a gathering of magicals was underway. His trusted people had pulled in their trusted people at his request, and so on a couple of levels down. The final group appeared to be twenty-some strong. Enough to cause trouble, not enough to bring major heat down on us. It’s a tough line to walk, but fortunately, Drow are agile.

      He leapt over the railing and cushioned his fall with a burst of magic, then raised his voice as the gathered assembly turned their eyes to him. He was dressed all in black, soft black jeans over boots, plus a mock turtleneck. “Thank you for coming. Tonight, we’ll strike another blow against the human encroachment onto power and authority that should be ours.” There was a small smattering of cheers, and he nodded in appreciation of them. “It’s a protracted fight we’re in, and tonight won’t decide anything. Neither will tomorrow night, or the night after, or the week after. Still, over a long enough timeline, our continuing efforts will resonate and reinforce the next actions. More people will flock to our cause, and the humans will moderate their behavior in response.”

      Someone he didn’t know, a Kilomea with a tall black mohawk, replied, “What if they don’t?”

      Dieneth grinned. “Well, then, we’ll try harder. Because we won’t stop until things are the way they ought to be.” That incited the crowd to applause, and he nodded again. “All right, let’s move.”

      It would’ve been an impressive sight, the whole group walking down an industrial street on the southern outskirts of Magic City. However, he’d sent some trusted souls out ahead, and they were defeating the cameras, knocking down drones, and ensuring their progression stayed secret. He broke teams off at intersections, sending friends along with friends to make specific declarations of his displeasure. The first, he ordered to burn down a warehouse that refused to hire non-humans and posted about that policy on social media. He directed the next group to break into a jewelry store another team had failed to get into before. The owner traded in more than human heirlooms, taking advantage of magicals who were down on their luck and offering them pennies on the dollar. He dispatched others off to similar things, all with the admonition that they shouldn’t take action until the clock hit midnight. Ten minutes before that mark, he and his two most trusted lieutenants arrived at Hazard, a human-only club about halfway toward the Strip.

      There was no signage to indicate it was human-only, of course. Still, the street knew, and when a pair of Kilomea dared to venture inside, they wound up getting attacked by a human gang as soon as they were off the premises. The Kilomea gave as good as they got, and the fight finished with only bumps and bruises for the magicals. However, it wasn’t the attack’s result that was important, but rather the emboldened attitude that caused it to happen in the first place.

      Before entering, they sheathed themselves in disguises, dressed like and appearing as average tourists out on the town. Drunk humans filled the bar, so they avoided it entirely and instead made a careful circuit, avoiding physical contact that could reveal their disguise while identifying all the security guards they might have to face. They finally stopped at a high-top in a corner that was momentarily empty, and he leaned over toward them. They mimicked his posture, and he cautioned, “Remember, killing is not an option, not even by accident. It will draw down too much heat on us, and we’re not ready for that quite yet.” He had killed the gang members in the alley, but that was more as a way to give notice to the humans in the city that magicals wouldn’t tolerate their actions any longer. Since then, his operations had been nonlethal. Even if they hadn’t been restraining themselves, this was too many people. Death on that scale would bring in all sorts of authorities from the outside, possibly including bounty hunters from Vegas, who he had no desire to tangle with.

      They nodded. “Broken bones only. We’ll stay away from the heads.”

      “Excellent. Let’s do it.” Their disguises vanished as they reached down and pulled combat sticks from thigh sheaths. The patrons at the nearest table only realized that something weird was happening when the wooden weapons slammed into legs and arms, snapping them with a loud crunch. The place erupted in screams and confusion, with people pushing instinctively toward the exits. “Dammit,” he said, “the cattle are going to kill themselves if they’re not careful.” Dieneth pointed at one of his lieutenants and ordered, “Fly over and make sure the front doors are open so they don’t get crushed.” She obeyed immediately, and he turned to the other. “Do the same with the back door. Then, give the humans some more pain.”

      He waded into the nearest, striking only hard enough to create bruises and fear, worried that if they wound up on the floor, they’d get trampled. I should have expected them to react like sheep. I won’t make that mistake again. The security guards had realized what was up, and several deployed toward the doors to help people escape. A couple decided to challenge him instead, lifting bright yellow tasers to point them in his direction. He asked, “Really?”

      They both pulled the triggers, and he used force magic with a wave of his hand to knock the darts into the floor. He stepped forward and slammed his stick into the leg of the one on the right, then smashed an elbow into the ribs of the other. The first went down, and the second cringed. He swept a foot around to take the upright one’s legs out from underneath him, and his head slammed off the floor as he landed. Dieneth didn’t think it would’ve been hard enough to kill him, but he certainly couldn’t be sure. Well, ultimately what will be, will be.

      He shook his head at the security guards now trying to escape along with the patrons. “Oh no, you don’t. You’ve chosen to defend this place actively and taken payment from it. You’re going down.” He strode toward the entrance and his targets, throwing blasts of force magic around to destroy bottles behind the bar, to shatter the electronics in the DJ booth, and generally create havoc and property damage. He laughed out loud. “Man, I love my job.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby was in Alejo’s backyard on the evening of the following day. She used illusion to coat herself, so this time she could accept a beer bottle from the other woman, and they drank together. Ruby said, “You know, this is how friendships usually start.”

      Alejo snorted. “With one person in disguise so the other person doesn’t know who they really are?”

      She shook her head. “No, that’s totally more a romantic relationship kind of thing.” The sheriff laughed. “I meant having a drink, sharing information, talking. Like normal people.”

      Alejo chuckled. “Neither of us is normal, but I get what you’re saying. I presume the incident at Hazard was the sort of thing you warned me about the last time we met?”

      “Yeah. Drow male, don’t know much more about him, except he’s a jerk who thinks humans have overstepped.”

      The other woman replied, “Right. We’ve been watching for him ever since you sent the email with the additional information. Too bad we didn’t find him before last night. At least no one was killed. Hospitals are busy today, though.”

      Ruby frowned. She hadn’t sent an email, so it must’ve been Demetrius. After a moment, she let her initial annoyance go. What did I think he would do, stand idly by and not help out where he can? I’d never date someone who would act like that. Besides, I didn’t forbid it, and clearly, the sharing had some benefit. Maybe I need to stop being such a control freak.

      The sheriff asked, “What do you think we should do about him and his people?”

      Ruby shrugged. “Keep your eyes open, and if you see something developing, email or call me. If you can’t get me, for whatever reason, call Andrews.”

      Alejo coughed on her drink, then wiped her mouth. “You, recommending I work with the PDA? Do you really believe this guy is that bad?”

      Ruby nodded. “I think he has a message that will resonate. I think some of what he says makes sense, but he’s also convinced me that he’d burn down the city to prove his point. Just because I’m sympathetic to a couple of ideas doesn’t mean I will accept the fact that his tactics cross the line.”

      The sheriff straightened slightly and nodded. “I’m glad to hear you still have a line.”

      Ruby laughed. “Not going to lie, it’s a little hard to see sometimes, but it’s there. No bodies, minimal property damage where we can, and focus on keeping innocent people safe.”

      The other woman grinned. “Sounds reasonable to me.” She gestured with her empty bottle. “Another drink, and maybe some talk about something other than work?”

      Ruby laughed. “Sure. Be careful, though. You might be risking the development of a potential friendship.”
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      The atmosphere in the small palace at the center of the kemana felt dour to Ruby. Her father escorted her through the main doors, and guards stood at posts where there had been none during her last visit, a testament to the increased strain caused underneath Magic City by the events above. That demeanor continued in the Council chamber itself, where those seated around the round table wore expressions signaling stress and in some cases, outright displeasure. The Drow looks like she’s ready to stab someone. The only exception was the dwarf, Grentham, whose neutral expression nonetheless managed to come off somehow smug. There’s something off about that dude. He bears looking into. I need to talk to Alejo about him.

      The leader of the group, Lord Maldren, rapped his knuckles on the table for attention. Side conversation stopped, and he announced, “Our first order of business is the events surrounding Worldspan Security.”

      Elnyier replied, “I have spoken with them since the unfortunate incident at their building. They say it was nothing, a gas leak, and that they lost no personnel. Some injuries, as you’d expect.”

      Ruby stilled the impulse to shake her head. In their conversation, Alejo had mentioned the explosion, and the information she provided didn’t quite match up with the Drow’s story. Or, more specifically, I guess the security company’s story. I suppose that if someone did take action against them, they’d want to keep that quiet. The sheriff didn’t have confirmation of anything, only suspicions, so it wasn’t worth bringing up.

      In a neutral tone, Grentham said, “My company still stands ready to handle your needs. Just let us know. Councilmember discount.”

      Maldren replied, “Thank you, Grentham, as always. Now, our second item on the agenda is the Paranormal Defense Agency.” Subtle displeasure turned into outright hostility on several faces. I guess it’s not only me who thinks Andrews is a scumbag. Andirelle, the witch, said, “Their drones are everywhere. I’m starting to feel downright hunted. Or haunted, maybe.”

      Bartrak, the Kilomea, replied, “We have tracked their patterns and made a thorough accounting of all the aerial vehicles in the area. There is a surveillance net stretching from the mountains to the north to the city's edges to the south. The actual devices differ in size, but when you plot them all, the pattern is clear.”

      The gnome Challen, one of the people Ruby liked best in the Kemana, remarked, “Good work, my friend. That is useful information to have.” The Kilomea nodded, and the dichotomy of the smallest sized person in the room and the largest one being friendly struck Ruby. Or maybe friends for real. Who knows? No weirder than Alejo and me chatting over beers.

      Grentham grunted. “One of my people up above has a strong suspicion that the PDA is using autonomous vehicles for surveillance as well. Perhaps you should add that to the next version of your plot, Bartrak.”

      The Kilomea looked thoughtful. “That might explain some gaps that seemed like they shouldn’t be there. Thank you for the information.”

      Ruby couldn’t stop the corners of her mouth from turning down. That had to come from Prex. Why would he do that? A moment later, logic kicked in to combat the emotional response. Of course, he would do that. News has to flow up to the Council, and as far as he knows, I’m not a member. Just probie twenty-three. He’s doing his best to protect the people in Magic City, as we all are.

      Maldren asked, “Any other thoughts on the Paranormal Defense Agency?” A growl or two sounded in response, but nothing substantive. The weary-looking Mist Elf nodded. “Very well. Our third order of business is the unexpected increase in the number of fires and property crimes in the city. Doubtless you’ve noticed that Rayar's daughter is with us. She has some information to share on that topic.”

      Ruby, who had been standing behind her father’s chair, stepped slightly away so she would be clearly in everyone’s view. “I struck up a friendly connection with Sheriff Alejo a while back. One of those random things. Anyway, sometimes she talks about work, and when she mentioned something about the fires, I asked if I could share the information.” Nods encouraged her to continue. “The chiefs at the fire departments who responded to the scenes, most specifically the plastics factory but also several others, believe someone set them intentionally.”

      A ripple of anger flowed through the Council. Elnyier snapped, “Evidence?”

      How about an anti-human Drow, for starters? For the moment, Ruby figured that the Drow male behind the antihuman efforts was working alone, but she had a suspicion he’d find a sympathetic ear in his species representative on the Council. Since she didn’t know that particular event was his doing with a hundred percent certainty, she wasn’t going to bring him up. “The fires burned hotter than they should have, and they didn’t find any accelerants.”

      Grentham snorted. “Which means that perhaps they’re not doing a good job of finding it. I get it. Magic is the simplest solution, Occam’s Razor, and all that. It’s far from being proof.”

      Ruby shrugged. “Sheriff Alejo feels the same way, that more investigation is required. Nonetheless, the fact that they were most likely arson and that property crimes against human-owned businesses have kicked up a notable amount seemed relevant to bring to the Council’s attention. Thank you for your time.” She delivered the last with a bit of a growl and bowed her head respectfully to cover it. Down, Ruby. No one likes having their beliefs challenged, no matter what planet they’re from.

      Bartrak nodded slowly. “I will ask my people to keep an eye out. Humans make up a significant portion of our customers, and this is bad for business, if true.” The others made noises to do the same, but for a few, it seemed to be only lip service. Yeah, Elnyier, Grentham, Rosalind, I’m watching you.

      Andrielle, the Atlantean representative, said, “It might be worth seeing if similar things are happening in other cities that house a kemana. I will reach out to my people across the country.”

      Maldren thanked her, then asked, “Any other discussion of this topic?”

      None arrived, and he started to move on to the next item. Elnyier interrupted him, rising suddenly from her seat and causing everyone at the table to look at her. She intoned, “Lord Maldren. Over the last many years, you have led us capably through the growth of Magic City, delivering prosperity and maintaining a comfortable balance among our different groups. We applaud you for that.” What seemed like a compliment was colored by the sense that something with an edge was coming. “However, your style is inadequate to the present time. We need a leader with more vision, one who is more action-oriented, let’s say. You are clearly not that person. I nominate myself to take the leadership in your place.”

      The room was dead silent, and Maldren was still for several seconds. Ruby recognized the blank look on his face, similar to the one she used when she didn’t want to express her emotions to others. He finally replied, “Very well. We have rules for this, and such a challenge is in keeping with them. I do not voluntarily resign from the position so we will vote. Are there any other nominations?”

      Anders, the wizard, said, “I nominate my wife, Rosalind.” The woman in question smiled broadly and nodded to accept.

      Maldren said, “Very well. Any others?”

      Ruby leaned into her father’s ear and whispered, “You should volunteer,” but he shook his head and remained silent.

      Maldren said, “Challen, please distribute the stones.” Ruby deduced that the gnome held some official position that required him to bring said stones because he produced a brown suede pouch that held polished rocks in ten different colors, each about the size of the top section of her thumb. Maldren was assigned yellow, Elnyier black, and Rosalind blue. Each member of the Council received one of each color. They passed the bag around the room, once emptied of the other rocks, and when it made its way back to Challen, he pulled the stones out one by one to count votes.

      Elnyier won and accepted congratulations from the others. Ruby bent to ask her father a question, but he shushed her. They said their goodbyes and exited the palace, which would soon become the Drow woman’s home. When they were far enough away that no one would overhear, Rayar explained, “Elnyier wouldn’t have pushed the issue unless she already had the votes. Rosalind throwing her name in might’ve been random, not part of the plan, or it might have been intentional misdirection. In either case, she would’ve been a worse choice than Elnyier.”

      Ruby, thinking about the Drow connection to the anti-human efforts in Ely, shook her head. “I hope you’re right.” I really don’t think you are.
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      Ruby arrived at Margrave’s door twenty minutes before their scheduled meeting time, knowing both that he’d be ready for her and that Daphne would show up ten minutes early because that’s how she was. He opened it with a smile, and she said, “I wanted to discuss a couple of things before our friendly neighborhood potion maker arrives.”

      He laughed. “Perfect. Tea is still brewing, but the cookies just came out of the oven.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand how you find time to bake.”

      “Everyone needs a hobby. Besides, I come up with some of my most creative ideas while my conscious brain focuses on baking.”

      Ruby helped him carry the tray full of baked goods down to the workshop and sat at a diagonal from him in her usual spot. “First, I wondered if you could build a container for my belt to hold reloads for the dart gun.”

      He frowned. “Are you really in situations where you need more than five doses?”

      She made a noise somewhere between a sigh and a groan. Yeah, this gig is more challenging than anyone thought it could be. “I didn’t think I would be back when we talked about it at first, but it turns out more would be better.”

      He shook his head. “I won’t ask because I don’t want to be any more frightened for you than I already am. I can work on that. It’ll take a few days.” He slid a set of five darts over to her. “I figured you might need more after I heard about something involving a religious commune that was illegally selling magic items.”

      Ruby accepted them and nodded. “Ran into a weird thing during that particular adventure. The folks I was with have really good tech, like, top of the line, and yet somehow their comms were jammed during it. I wondered if it could have been magical rather than technological.”

      Margrave tapped a fingernail on his teeth as he thought. After several seconds, he shrugged. “Sure, probably. I have to look into it, but offhand I can imagine some possibilities. Interfering with the electromagnetic makeup of the area might work, for instance.”

      Ruby raised a hand. “Now you’re way over my head. Think about it and let me know what you find out.”

      He laughed. “Will do. Any other interesting news to share?”

      She drew a deep breath since it was still weird to talk about. “Remember that time I almost passed out, and you got to see Idryll's true nature?”

      He nodded. “Vividly.”

      “I finished that process. The venamisha. Three rounds.”

      “And?”

      She didn’t for a moment think that he hadn’t already done research into the topic, so the question made her grin. “When I’m in charge, things are going to be different.”

      He laughed. “I’ll believe it when I see it, sunshine. In the meantime, go let Daphne in.”

      The doorbell rang an instant later, and Ruby shook her head. “Between tech and talent, you have it all, my friend.”

      She let the witch in and shared hugs with her, then rushed to catch up as Daphne bounded down the staircase into the workshop. As soon as her roommate reached Margrave, she blurted, “I think I’ve nailed it. The distribution system.”

      He grinned. “Well, sit, and tell me all about it.” While they conferred, Ruby unpacked her backpack, which contained one of the large model drones she was using to watch over the house. She had three of them in rotation, and Demetrius had refined the artificial intelligence that monitored them to the point that they could now differentiate between humanoids and everything else. It was a significant step forward since the night they’d been shaken out of bed because an enormous raccoon had stood on its hind legs and set off a full-scale alert.

      She opened a canister filled with jacks, children’s toys serving as a substitute for caltrops to experiment with release mechanisms. Rath had been right, it was a good idea, and she was starting to get a handle on how she had to do it. She’d initially tried a single hinged compartment, but the panel didn’t fall away fast enough to avoid impacting the dispersal of the individual pieces. So now she was testing a pair of hinged covers that fell open simultaneously. She had a hunch it would work but might require positioning the caltrops differently within, maybe with some sort of spacers.

      Her first idea of jamming them all in and letting gravity sort them out proved unworkable when the whole bunch fell out in a couple of large clumps. If it wouldn’t work any other way, she’d accept that and hope they dispersed upon impact, but it wasn’t what she wanted. She envisioned a smooth stream of spiked objects flying out behind a drone. If she had any real free time, she’d devise a mechanism to eject them from the rear one by one, but she’d put that on the innovation list rather than the initial design plan.

      After an hour, Margrave and Daphne had their project figured out. It was a patch with a potion capsule embedded in it. Smashing the capsule spread the liquid through the patch, which leeched into the skin over a wide area, ensuring fast absorption. The whole thing was about the size of her palm and looked incredibly simple, now that it was right there on the table. She had no doubt it had taken a great deal of effort to get that far, no matter how obvious it seemed upon completion. She said, “You know, that’s going to have a real market among the wealthy. Emergency healing only a hand slap away? They’ll be all over it. How long does it last?”

      Daphne’s grin covered her entire face. “The adhesive works for a couple of days, so it depends on whether you wanted to change it every day or let it rest until it starts to wear off. Your average person probably wouldn’t want to pay for a daily replacement. If you’re right, and it has a market among the wealthy, I bet they could.”

      Margrave said, “This calls for a drink. Daphne, go get the decanter and the glasses that are in that cabinet on the far end of the room.”

      While the witch was gone, he slipped Ruby another EMP and whispered, “These things are expensive. Don’t use them willy-nilly.” When Daphne returned, and they all had a partially filled glass, they raised a toast to her success.

      Ruby said, “Okay, total change of subject. At the Council meeting, one member mentioned that the Paranormal Defense Agency could be using autonomous vehicles as surveillance devices. Using the cameras, maybe, collecting data on the occupants and where they go, that sort of thing. A friend of mine said they might even have the legal right to do it, depending on the policies around self-driving vehicles. I’m going to be honest. I’m really uncomfortable with the whole idea. Anything you two can think of to mess with it?”

      Daphne laughed. “Ruby the Crusader.”

      She nodded. “Truth, justice, and the right to gamble. I’m all about it.”

      Her roommate said, “They must be collecting the information wirelessly, right? I’m sure they’re not sending agents to download data from the cars.”

      Ruby replied, “Fair guess.”

      Daphne shrugged. “Then some sort of jammer on the car to prevent the collection would likely work.”

      “Getting them onto all the cars would take a lot of effort. I’m probably not that much of a crusader.” Maybe Morrigan and Idryll could do it during their patrols, or perhaps I can get the Desert Ghosts to help out. I bet they’d be into that.

      Margrave said, “You know, the magical signature that those vehicles emit is unique. I read something about it the other day. It might be possible to create tiny pods that would home in on them. We’d miss the older ones that were technology only, but at this point, there’s likely not too many of them still rolling.”

      Ruby nodded. “You’re thinking drone release?”

      “Exactly, probably from pretty high up. In order to make them small enough, we wouldn’t want them to have engines, only steering. They’d be just jamming, flight, and detection.” His face brightened. “Heck, we could discard the detection and flight pieces after the thing made contact so they’d be even less likely to be noticed.”

      Ruby grinned at his enthusiasm. “Uh-oh. I think you have a new obsession.”

      Margrave laughed. “Could be. That’ll be my next project. A little nonviolent resistance sounds like fun.” He sobered suddenly. “Wait, no, dammit. The jamming might mess with the actual driving, which probably uses a wireless component as well.”

      She frowned, unwilling to let the idea go. “What if I got you one of the communication devices they’re using to transmit? Do you think you could customize it?”

      Daphne interrupted, “Where would you get one of those?”

      Ruby scowled at her playfully. “I have friends.”

      The witch shook her head with a smile. “You do not. You’re too busy for friends.”

      She countered, “You’re my friends. The best friendships are both work and pleasure, right?” Daphne opened her mouth to reply, and Ruby said, “Shut up. So, Margrave, what do you think?”

      He laughed. “Get me a transmitter, and I’ll see what I can do.”
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      Ruby closed her locker, having changed into the black base layer of her uniform, each part of the process calming her mind a little more. The stone floor was cold on her bare feet. She pulled her sword from its sheath and left the carrier behind as well, taking the naked blade into her meditation space. She bolted the door, then called up the warding magic of the golden outer ring, which activated with a shimmer and a hum that was more sensed than heard.

      The world quieted as it always did when the protection rose as if it had banished the invisible pressures working upon her. She let her arms hang at her sides and closed her eyes, focusing her mind inward, taking all the extraneous thoughts and concerns and packing them away for the moment. Even though she’d explicitly designed this chamber to deal with the Atlantean inside her, she had found it useful for any situation that required deep concentration.

      She’d never used it for anything other than meditation before, so today’s experiment was something new. She extended the blade and turned in a circle, noting precisely how far it could extend outward to avoid crossing the ward. As long as I don’t lunge, I’ll be fine. Upward was no problem, assuming she didn’t stretch too far in that direction. Part of her training guidelines with Keshalla had always been adapting her style to the surrounding conditions, so this wouldn’t be an unfamiliar task. Plus, it would allow her to practice moves that she might not otherwise do in a more wide-open space.

      She opened her eyes, keeping them soft and defocused. An imagined opponent appeared before her, holding a sword similar to hers but longer and slightly more curved to fit their greater height. For some reason, her virtual opponents were almost always taller than she was. A therapist would probably have fun with that. She pushed the thought away and raised the dull side of her blade to her forehead in a salute that her rival immediately copied.

      She stepped slowly back, concentrating on each part of the motion, ensuring her form was perfect. Simultaneously, she began to build her magic reserves, readying power for use. It would make only a small time difference in employing it but might add intensity to her attacks. Optimization is what practice is all about.

      What followed next was more an intricate ballet than it was combat. She moved as slowly as she was capable of, feeling the interplay of each muscle as she brought her sword up to intercept an imagined downward strike at the perfect angle. As the blades clashed in her mind, she shifted her weight to perform a riposte, sliding her weapon along the other blade and twisting it so the edge pointed in the right direction. Her fictional opponent was skilled and leaned back far enough to let her sword pass in front of him.

      She repositioned her feet in perfect balance to address his next attack. The practice went on like that, ultra-slow-motion, a complete focus on muscles and movement until suddenly she slipped into the inner space occupied by the duo of entities inside her weapon. She was fully aware of her body continuing to move but realized she had somehow segmented a part of her mind to achieve this commune.

      Shalia, the female inhabitant of her artifact weapon, smiled. “You are becoming far more adept at partitioning your focus without sacrificing anything. Well done.”

      Instead of Ruby’s preferred location, they were in the other woman’s, with waves lapping off to her left and warm sand sneaking in between her toes. The sun felt lovely. She grinned and replied, “I guess I have one thing to thank the Atlantean bastard in my head for, anyway.”

      Tyrsh, the male inhabitant, commented, “Splintering your mind is a key element to proper use of the sword. If you are in contact with us while you fight, we will be better able to help you, rather than trying to push our way into your consciousness in times of stress.”

      Logical. “How did you get into the sword, anyway?” She’d often wondered. Shalia replied, “It defeated us, and instead of dissipating or heading into whatever lies beyond this world, somehow we wound up here.”

      “The same for both of you?”

      Tyrsh confirmed it. “Yes, the same.”

      Ruby frowned, thinking that being sucked inside involuntarily didn’t sound like a very fine gig. “Did it get both of you at the same time? I mean, in the same battle?”

      Shalia replied, “Definitely not. I have been here far longer. Surely you can sense that in my comparative maturity.”

      Her companion—Sword mate? Roommate?—gave the other woman a plastic smile and enthused sarcastically, “Love you too, darling.” Shalia laughed.

      Imagine being trapped for eternity with someone you didn’t choose. Ruby shuddered. “Is there a way for me to cast spells through the sword or absorb them with it?” She congratulated herself for finally remembering to ask.

      Shalia shook her head. “No, such things are not possible.”

      Tyrsh contradicted her. “I’m afraid that, as usual, you’re incorrect. Maybe in the ancient times you come from that was true, but it’s possible with appropriate training. She’s already begun it by learning to separate parts of her mind.” The two argued back and forth about it until he finally shrugged. “Clearly, it was after your time. But it’s entirely possible.”

      A new voice joined the conversation. “It definitely is.” A vertical tear appeared in midair, and the Atlantean representing the Rhazdon artifact in her arm stepped through it, looking for all the world like he was walking down a flight of invisible stairs until his feet hit the sand. “If it is your wish, I can help you along the path to achieving it.”

      Ruby crossed her arms and frowned at him. “Out of the goodness of your heart, I presume?”

      He laughed, his striking features and heavy black braids a marked comparison to the suddenly plain-looking inhabitants of her sword. They were beautiful and handsome, respectively, but the Atlantean was downright stunning. Evil is always seductive, so they say. “Of course not. The more power you gain, the better it will be for me when you finally realize a partnership between us is your destiny.”

      Shalia shook her head. “You know you can’t trust him. Even his ulterior motives have ulterior motives behind them.”

      Ruby laughed. “It’s turtles all the way down. I get it. But, truth be told, as long as I’m stuck with the damn artifact, I should try to make the best of it.” She shifted her attention back to the Atlantean. “How can I be confident this isn’t an effort to manipulate me?”

      He shrugged. “Remember, this is your place. Well, at the moment, yours influenced by them, but ultimately your mind controls all here. If you would find it reassuring, there is absolutely no reason they cannot be present for any teaching and training we undertake together.”

      Ruby turned to the inhabitants of her sword. “I don’t understand the rules of this place particularly well. Do you have any power over him?”

      They both shook their heads, and Tyrsh replied, “As he says, all the power here is yours. We can all make suggestions, attempt to influence you in ways both obvious and less so, but ultimately unless you allow it, we cannot subvert your will.”

      Ruby frowned. “Unless I allow it?”

      Shalia nodded. “In the past, when paired with a weaker fighter, the wielder has chosen to permit us to rise and inhabit their body during combat. It has allowed some to survive when they otherwise would not have.”

      “You didn’t mention this to me why?”

      Tyrsh laughed. “Any number of reasons. First, your personality is not the type to take kindly to the idea of losing control. Second, you are entirely adequate as a fighter, which means our occasional advice is enough unless you wish to have a deeper integration. Finally, once he joined us,” he gestured at the Atlantean, “it didn’t make sense to do anything that might weaken your mental barriers.”

      She nodded. “Good thinking, but I prefer to make my own choices. In the future, if such options exist, tell me.” They bowed their heads in assent, looking chagrined. She turned her gaze on the smiling Atlantean. “And you, gleeful boy, don’t get excited. I trust them about thirty million times more than I trust you. Explain to me how I need to change to use my sword that way.”

      He replied, “Currently you think of the sword as a tool, a weapon to be wielded. This is, of course, completely logical and normal. However, if you want to use it to channel power, it will need to become a part of you. Surely you’ve noticed that wizards are rarely without their wands, even if they’re not using them at the moment. It’s more than the need to have it at hand if they wish to use magic. The constant bond is essential to using it as a repository and tool for your magic. You will need to become as close to your sword as a wizard or witch is to their wand.”

      She frowned. “Why isn’t that the case with my magic dagger?”

      He shrugged. “Different magic went into its creation, so it operates by different rules. By definition, if you can use it for that purpose, it doesn’t require the same sort of bond you would need for your sword.”

      “How do you know so much about this?”

      “I am fundamentally magic. Unlike the other two, who were beings who transitioned into an object, my very nature straddles the physical and magical world. As such, I have knowledge and insights that others lack.”

      Ruby scowled at his arrogant tone. “Well, if you weren’t a total power-hungry douchebag, that would make you a pretty valuable resource for magic research. Of course, I can’t trust you, so that’s out.”

      He shrugged. “You will feel about me how you will feel, but the truth is you can trust me to the degree that our objectives are aligned. We both wish to increase your power, so rest assured I will always be on your side to reach that goal.”

      Tyrsh laughed. “Plus, you’ll always look for an opportunity to take her over.”

      The Atlantean inclined his head toward the other man. “It is my nature.”

      Ruby said, “Okay, I’ll think about it, now go away.” He obliged, vanishing. She asked, “Is he truly gone?”

      Shalia replied, “He is.”

      “Thank goodness. There’s one more thing I need to talk to you about. I’ve chosen a name for the sword, and I wanted to be sure you approved. I chose it because of a few different things, but primarily because I think of you both as benevolent spirits within the weapon, and my family’s casino happens to be named Spirits.”

      Tyrsh drawled, “Let me guess. The sword’s name is Spirit.”

      Ruby laughed. “No, I’m not that uncreative. The sword’s name is Eidolon.”

      Shalia repeated the name as if testing it out and smiled. “Clever and elegant. I love it.”

      Tyrsh nodded. “Completely acceptable.”

      Ruby grinned. “Eidolon it is, then.”
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      Ruby finished putting on her makeup, tossed her brushes back in their jar, and arranged her hair in Harley Quinn-style ponytails. Demetrius had promised to take her out on a date some time before. He’d sprung on her at the last minute that today was the day they were going out to lunch together. It hadn’t left her a lot of time to get ready, but then again, she wasn’t all that high maintenance in the first place.

      She pulled a sundress over her head, made sure it settled properly and slipped on a pair of strappy sandals that wrapped around her ankle. The dress was pale blue with darker designs, the footwear a light leather somewhere between sand-colored and tan. Her shield pendant was on display, and she slid on the cuffs that created magical shields when struck together.

      She descended the stairs from the attic and made her way to his room. The door opened before she could knock. He wore a preppy-looking outfit of a collared shirt and cargo shorts with sandals and looked fantastic. She told him so, and he grinned and replied, “You’re far too kind. Our ride’s outside. Let’s go.”

      Their conveyance turned out to be an autonomous vehicle, and Ruby hid her scowl at the sight of it. She made a mental note to call Prex since she’d forgotten to do so and get the transmission device. If he doesn’t have it anymore, maybe we’ll jack another car and take it. They rode to a place in the southeast of the city, one of the original neighborhoods from before the casinos, full of tall, narrow buildings and street-level shops with colorful awnings.

      The car dropped them off in front of an otherwise undistinguished house, and he led the way to a basement door. He pushed it open and held it for her, and Ruby was surprised to see a restaurant inside, especially since there were no markings on the exterior to indicate it was there. Four-top linoleum tables and beat-up chairs filled the main area, with a counter blocking access to the back. The walls were cracking but painted a joyful shade of yellow. It was immediately homey, as if they’d walked into someone’s dining room.

      A dark-skinned man, probably in his sixties with a bald head and a white goatee, grinned at their arrival from his position behind the counter beside an old cash register. “Sit anywhere. I’ll be over with menus in a minute.” Demetrius led her to a table and pulled out a chair for her. She laughed and sat, then he tucked it in and took his.

      Ruby teased, “You’re such a gentleman, at least when people are watching. This place is a surprise. How did you know it was here?”

      He leaned back with a smile and spread his arms wide. “This is my old neighborhood. Everyone who lives here knows where to get the best barbecue.”

      She licked her lips. “I thought that was what I smelled, and I’m glad to hear it’s true. But I can’t imagine how a place this small stays in business.”

      He shrugged. “Well, I’m not a restauranteur myself, but I do know the owners spend most of their time running a food truck. This is mainly to keep their hand in when the county fair season is past, or on weekends without gigs, or whatever. Doesn’t change the fact that it’s some of the most amazing barbecue you’ll find anywhere.”

      The man came back with menus and grinned down at Ruby. “I can tell this is your first time here. Not too impressive, I know.”

      She shook her head. “On the contrary, this place is great. I don’t think I need to look at a menu. I’ll trust you to choose for me.”

      Their server laughed and said, “Now that is a smart decision. Same for you, boy?”

      Demetrius didn’t seem to mind the familiarity. Probably he knows the owners since they’re from the neighborhood. “Perfect. Make it so.”

      The other man rolled his eyes. “Jean-Luc Picard, you’re not.” Her boyfriend laughed at his back as he departed.

      Ruby asked, “Are the insults free, or do they charge extra?”

      Her date shook his head with a smile. “Everyone gets treated like family, which is to say that they pull no punches.” Their conversation stilled as a couple more people came in and took tables.

      Demetrius exchanged nods with them, and Ruby asked, “So, do you know everyone here, or what?”

      “I’ve spent a decent amount of time in this restaurant. I’m a big fan of barbecue. So, I’ve gotten to meet most of the regulars. In this place, pretty much everyone is a regular. You either know about it and love it, or you’re completely unaware. It’s rare that someone new walks in off the street.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Yeah, the complete lack of signage or indication that a restaurant exists here would do that.”

      “Right?”

      “So, is everything okay? Your gigs are going well, that sort of thing?” It occurred to her that she hadn’t spent much time with him recently, given how caught up she was in other responsibilities. Yeah, you have the makings of a great girlfriend, Ruby. Probably invited you out to break up with you.

      He nodded. “Some of the work I’ve done for you has taught me things I can use with other clients, so that’s all to the good. Plus, some of the other casinos we made contact with have thrown a little work my way. Low-level stuff, obviously. They don’t want me in their systems. Still, it all adds up to a decent business.”

      “Is it what you want to do?”

      He nodded. “It’s exactly what I want to do. Using my magic and my brain together makes me happier than any other job I’ve had. I mean, it’s still work. I have no desire to fill all my waking hours with it. Man cannot live on work alone. Sometimes video games are needed, too.”

      She chuckled. “Or occasional dates, right?”

      “Very occasionally,” he responded dryly. When she flinched, he laughed. “I’m only screwing with you, Ruby. We both do what we can, and we’re both busy people. We don’t have to be in a rush.”

      Food arrived a moment later, an empty plate for each of them and three family-style plates set in the middle of the table. The server said, “Just realized I didn’t give you my name. I’m Dutch. Anyway, what we’ve got here are some ribs, some pulled pork, some pulled chicken, some baked beans, cornbread, a little fresh bread out of the oven, some corn, and if you’re still hungry afterward, there’s some strawberry shortcake in the back.”

      The smells were heaven, and the food tasted equally good when they dug in. While they ate, they didn’t talk about much besides great meals they’d eaten, how this barbecue stacked up against others, and so on. By the time they finished, Ruby was well and truly stuffed. She told Dutch, “I’ll have to take a rain check on the strawberry shortcake.”

      The man nodded. “Does that mean you’ll come back around sometime?”

      Ruby smiled up at him. “Definitely, assuming I can get this big lug to take me out on another date.”

      Dutch grinned at Demetrius. “Your mother raised you better than that, boy.”

      It clicked in her head an instant before Demetrius said, “Lay off, Dad. So, what do you think?”

      An older woman, similar to her husband except the gray hair was on her scalp rather than her face, wandered up beside him. “From what Dutch said, she’s wonderful. Hi dear, I’m Claire.”

      Ruby replied, “I’ve heard so much about you both, except apparently your names and what you do.” She kicked Demetrius under the table, and his yelp earned a laugh from both of his parents. “It’s very nice to meet you.”

      His mother said, “We’ve heard a lot about you too, all of it good. Hopefully, our little ruse didn’t offend you.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Not at all. Although I’m a big believer in revenge.” She scowled dramatically at Demetrius, and everyone laughed again.

      Dutch ordered, “Bring her back soon, boy.”

      Demetrius stood and extended a hand to help her up. “I will, Dad, if she’ll make time for me.”

      Claire said, “Hopefully you realize what a fine man you’re with, Ruby.”

      “I definitely do, ma’am.” They exited and walked the dozen blocks up to the Strip, then sauntered along it. Eventually, the conversation turned serious.

      Demetrius said, “Now that you’ve completed the venamisha, your future’s probably going to be pretty complicated, huh?”

      Ruby nodded. “Whoever’s with me will have to deal with Idryll, for one. She’s a forever problem.”

      Demetrius laughed. “I’m telling her you said that.”

      “Don’t you dare. Plus, I’ll probably have to spend a lot of time on Oriceran, which means that anyone who wants to be with me will doubtless be bouncing back and forth between the planets.”

      He shrugged. “With portals, it’s not a bad commute or anything. Not a deal-breaker.”

      Ruby added, “Probably have to cope with additional security and training, too. I guess I’ll be some kind of public figure, with all the challenges that involves.”

      He stopped and pulled gently on her arm to make her face him. “I’m still not running away.”

      Ruby looked into his eyes. “Hardest part, he’d have to put up with me.”

      He kissed her and gave a serious nod. “Now that you mention that, maybe I ought to rethink this.”

      She smacked him, and he laughed. Grabbing his hand, she pulled him with a purpose toward one side of the Strip. He asked, “Wait, what are you doing?”

      She called over her shoulder, “We’re heading to Spirits. If you’re going to make me meet your parents without any warning, it seems only fair that I return the favor.”
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      Jared walked behind the convoy of large crates and cases that rolled from the loading dock through the back areas of Invention casino. They’d decided not to take their normal couple of weeks to research the casino before physically moving into the space. Instead, they were on the ground the day after the ink was dry on the contract. Grentham had urged, and he’d agreed, that they needed the money to flow as quickly as possible since they would have to add personnel to handle this gig and the ones that would doubtless follow.

      He spotted small camera domes in the ceiling, which he heartily approved of. He felt equally strongly in the opposite direction about the lack of guards in the hallways. Loading docks were always a potential vulnerability and needed careful oversight. We have a lot to offer these folks in the realm of security, that’s for sure. I get why they probably wanted to do it themselves, but that wasn’t a great choice.

      The crates turned, and he followed them into one of the four rooms allotted to them. The central area, with a door on each wall, was a small kitchen. His people had pushed the tables and chairs out of the way so they could get their equipment through. On the left was a locker room, and huge containers full of gear for his team, including uniforms, suits, weapons, medical stuff, you name it, went in there. The equipment was all part of a remote security setup they’d used any number of times in the past, one that allowed them to deploy to the field and work out of any location easily. It would serve as a good bridge between Day One and when they got the place appropriately outfitted.

      The room in the back would house the security station. More crates went in there, and once they removed the fronts would have displays, controls, communication gear, and the like. A team of gnomes was already in the room, pulling wires through the ceilings to provide them with proper connections to the existing security infrastructure. The casino owners hadn’t wanted to rely entirely on them, so they were reserving the existing security center for their use. That was fine with Jared, who preferred to use his setup, anyway.

      As soon as it was uncrated and connected, they would have twenty-four-seven surveillance going on the public-access floors, which was the first step in the right direction. Once they completed the move-in, several movers would shed their overalls for suits and uniforms and get to work patrolling the place. It would be an ad hoc arrangement for a while, but it should be adequate for any problems that might arise. As long as no one tries to blow up the casino, at least.

      His partner wandered in behind the last crate and grinned. “I love starting new gigs. Such a sense of hope, so many new things to discover, such a true feeling of partnership and growing friendship with the client.”

      Jared snorted. “Such a new source of income is what you’re really saying.”

      “Of course.”

      He laughed. “The move-in seems to be going well, anyway. Let’s get stuff unpacked and do our part, too.”

      Grentham nodded, and they worked together to remove the fronts of the crates to reveal what was inside. The storage units were custom-built, but they’d purchased them from a company that did the gear rock bands used on tour. Everything was neatly arranged and instantly accessible. Jared flipped down a shelf from one of them and pulled out a case that had been behind it, setting it on the horizontal surface.

      He popped the latches, opened it to reveal earpieces and glasses, and shook his head. “I’m happy we didn’t have to sell the equipment we got from Worldspan. They had some damn fine stuff.” Even though their cash flow was currently a mess, once they’d reviewed the items taken from the other security company, there was no question that they would have to keep them. Certain computer-related pieces they’d sent off to Scimitar as part-bribe, part-gesture of goodwill.

      Worldspan’s communication devices were far, far better than the ones Aces had. They’d already mounted the central control unit in the security station in the other room, and it fed information to the earpieces and the dark sunglasses that lay in the foam container before him. The augmented reality spectacles gave his people in the back the ability to send just about any sort of data display to his people in the field. Jared and Grentham had sacrificed one pair to investigate exactly how they’d managed to get all the technical components required to make the system work into frames that were only slightly larger than normal. The answer was miniaturization and complete optimization of the space, from the tip of the temples to the extra bar over the nose that made them resemble aviator’s glasses. He put a pair on, his partner did the same, and they both tucked the earpieces into their ears.

      Jared said, “Depending on how this goes, we might have to sell those diamonds. Do you have a plan?”

      His partner nodded. “Yeah. I have some out-of-town people who are ready to take them to one of their fences. It’ll cost us ten percent off the top, but if they trace them, it won’t be to us.”

      Jared grunted. “You trust them?”

      Grentham laughed. “Implicitly. It’s my sister’s husband.”

      He looked at his partner quizzically. “I didn’t know you had a sister or a brother-in-law.”

      “As I said, no one can follow the thread back to me. Different mothers and she doesn’t acknowledge our father, although she and I have always been reasonably well-connected. She’s in California, Hollywood, works in the movies. Magical pyrotechnics.”

      “Sounds like a fun gig.”

      He laughed. “She’s met Tom Cruise. He wanted to do his stunts, so he put on a fire suit, and she got to hose him down with flame. The insurance company hated it. He loved it.”

      Jared grinned. “And her?”

      “Got an autograph. Said she wouldn’t kick him out of bed for snoring.”

      He shook his head and closed the case, then swapped it with another. This one held small boxes in different pastel colors, each a little smaller than his palm. He asked, “Did we get the testing completed on these?” Jared had been focusing on making new deals while his partner handled integrating the tech they’d stolen and planning the details of their presence at Invention.

      The dwarf nodded. “Those little buggers are fantastic. Their detection of explosives is excellent. Strangely, illicit drugs were the least identifiable object. You basically have to be exhaling right into it for it to notice those.”

      “The traditional stuff?”

      “Cameras are high quality, microphones are ridiculously powerful, and there are a couple of extra in the unit specifically to help eliminate room noise, the tech said. He seemed impressed. Proximity is good when activated, and of course, they do fire and smoke and thermal and all the other normal things. Magic detection is a little wonky. Again, better at short range than long.”

      “Excellent.” Jared lowered his voice. “And the extras?”

      Grentham laughed and shook his head. “I don’t even want to know what they were doing with the capability, but the things were able to read every single cell phone we put in front of them except for the most hardened or encrypted ones. That’s with only the wireless, of course. If you add in the cameras, or the microphones, more is possible.”

      Jared felt a little uncomfortable about collecting that much data from the casino patrons. He’d convinced himself to accept the need based on the fact that a casino had recently crashed to the ground, and thus things could be considered pretty darn serious in Magic City. Grentham continued, “As we agreed, Scimitar will create a bot to analyze the take. If it finds anything suspicious, it’ll alert us. If it doesn’t, it won’t record the data, and we’ll never know what it found.”

      He nodded. It was the most invasive measure he could accept, although he wasn’t stupid enough to miss the possibilities. “We both know that puts Scimitar in an excellent position to do what she wants with the data, right?”

      His partner shrugged. “Yeah, but we gotta do what we gotta do, right?”

      “What we have to do right now is put these things out there. Let’s get a move on.”

      They each collected several devices and headed out to the main area. Jared peeled the adhesive backing off one of the light brown boxes and pushed it against the tan wall outside the door that led backstage to their security area.

      A tech’s voice reported immediately, “Box Seventeen online. Checks out fully.”

      Jared replied, “Acknowledged,” and headed toward the next logical place to deploy one of the units. When they reached the middle of the floor, Jared paused to examine the space thoroughly. “The mystery floor that we’re not allowed on concerns me. Heaven knows what’s going on there, and we can’t discount the possibility that we might face assault from that direction.”

      Grentham sighed. “Our external scans don’t show any unprotected way onto the floor, so I think it’s unlikely. If it makes you feel better, we can add a person at each set of tube lifts. We’ll detail four so that one’s always on break, and the others rotate from one to the next in, say, fifteen-minute intervals.”

      Jared nodded. Keeping the security team from getting overly comfortable was key. Even the best got bored and started letting their mind wander after a certain amount of time. “That’s all in your capable hands, my friend. While you finish setting things up here, I’ll have a chat with the folks at the Kraken. I think they’re on the verge of signing up. One more push ought to do it, and telling them about our successful deployment here might be just the thing.”

      Grentham laughed and slapped him on the shoulder, a reach for the small man. “That’s right. Keep your eyes on the money. Go make us a bundle, partner.”

      Jared shook his head as he headed for the Strip and the short walk to the other casino. I’m doing my best. Let’s hope Julianna Sloane leaves us alone long enough to get things organized before she gives us another “project.”
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      Julianna Sloane watched the feed from a tiny camera hidden in a pin that Thompson wore on her lapel as her lieutenants greeted the principal of Worldspan Security, Angelina Prash, in her building’s lobby. The video wasn’t particularly crisp, and the audio was tinny as they exchanged pleasantries and offered to escort her upstairs. While they rode up in the elevator, she closed the app on her tablet and set the device aside, then arranged herself on the couch for their entrance.

      She had chosen a dark business suit, with a bright golden blouse and a chunky black necklace. Her skirt ended at her knees, and she wore sensible heels. It wasn’t overestimating the importance of this meeting to say that many of her plans hinged on it. She had other options, of course, but preferred not to use them if she could instead work with this well-regarded company. She rose at her guest’s entrance and shook her hand. The elf looked around the place. “This is quite lovely. If it’s all the same to you, I would rather our serious conversation happened on neutral ground.”

      Her security team frowned as one, and Julianna inclined her head. “Where would you prefer? There are some decent boardrooms downstairs. That’s what I usually use for meetings like this,” she added, to emphasize she was already giving a lot to the other woman.

      The elf nodded. “I understand, and I appreciate that you chose to meet with me here. Still, as they say in the movies, I’ve been burned before and quite recently, so I’d prefer something a little more public. How about the Ely Strip?”

      Prash waved a lazy hand as if expecting a result, and Julianna smiled. “Anti-magic emitter here, I’m afraid. Can’t be too careful. If you’d like to head down to the lobby and step outside, we can do it there.”

      During the elevator ride down, she noted that her security wasn’t particularly fond of the idea. She’d seen the hand signals they threw at the camera behind Prash’s back, ensuring there would be additional protection waiting outside for them. As they exited the building, the elf created a portal to one end of the Magic City Strip and strode through without a pause. Julianna and her people followed with Smith’s and Thompson’s hands both inside their jackets on their weapons.

      On the other side, Prash waited for several seconds, respecting the possibility that others might join them, then let the rift close. She said, “You have nothing to fear from me. I didn’t make it this far in my field by scaring away those interested in doing business with me.”

      Julianna lifted an eyebrow. “Or by letting them be too comfortable setting the rules.”

      The other woman laughed, and it seemed a genuinely happy sound. “You’re correct. It’s very nice to meet someone who understands such things. Some of my potential clients get so upset.” She gestured down the Strip and started walking.

      Julianna spared a glance to the right, where the owners had cleared the remains of the Mist casino. Nothing remained except a barren plot. A barren plot that would be mine if they hadn’t done such a good job of lawyering up the contract. They’re smart bastards, those magicals.

      Prash gestured at the drones flying over the Strip, which were painfully obvious. “It’s amateur hour up in here. Pretty sure those are government, although I wouldn’t put it past some of the local security companies to have theirs going as well.”

      “Agreed. It’s nice to speak with someone who understands things so clearly, and who has grand ambitions. I think we can accomplish a great deal together.”

      The elf nodded and scowled at tourists in their path, who moved quickly out of the way. “I’m still unsure why I should work with you. I already have a standing gig here in several of the casinos. Your proposal was enough to inspire curiosity, but really, what’s going to make it more worthwhile than what I currently have? As I’m sure you know, the one who requested Worldspan’s presence here in the first place is now in charge of the Council.”

      Julianna kept her face neutral at receiving the unexpected piece of information. “I wasn’t aware of that, but it’s not particularly relevant. What I have to offer that others do not is simple. Eventually, I will take a large interest in every casino here, from one end of the Strip to the other. A controlling interest, in fact.” She realized it was the first time she’d ever said the words out loud, although that had been her intent from the beginning. To state them like that was empowering, like a declaration of inevitable success.

      Prash responded, “Is that what your husband thought, too?”

      Julianna didn’t rise to the provocation. That was beneath you, my friend. “No, he would’ve been content with one. In the end, he took one, though not how he intended. I won’t be. These bastards will pay, and pay dearly, for taking him from me.”

      The elf gave a small murmur of assent. “I’m sorry for your loss, by the way.”

      She nodded. “Thank you. Anyway, I offer a contract to handle security in all of them, in perpetuity, in exchange for helping me achieve my plans. Plus an ownership stake.”

      The other woman’s reply was so fast it seemed automatic. “How much?”

      “One percent of profits.”

      Prash shook her head. “I’ve worked with enough business owners to know how the books work. One percent of the gross.”

      Julianna laughed. “Hardly. We can talk specific numbers later once we get the lawyers involved. However, there is a second angle that might appeal to you.” The elf smiled. Whether from the banter or the possibility of casino ownership, there was no way to tell. “I’m well aware you were recently humiliated by another security company that attacked your headquarters and blew up your building.”

      Prash scowled. “That’s a carefully guarded secret. One wonders how you know about it.”

      She ignored the statement. “That had to hurt.”

      The elf stopped and turned to face her with a hard look, and Julianna matched her. The other woman replied, “It did. I’m aware that they work for you.”

      She shrugged. “One of many companies we do business with. I didn’t order the attack. It was an overstep, and I would’ve cautioned against it.” She admired the way Smith and Thompson both maintained their bored expressions as she lied through her teeth. “I suggest we find a way to do what needs doing in a fashion that scores your revenge on them and not coincidentally gets them out of my hair.”

      Prash nodded slowly. “What guarantees do I have that this isn’t a setup for another attack on my company?”

      Julianna shrugged. “You have lawyers. We have lawyers. We’ll set up a retainer with significant penalties for any such thing. Put the money in escrow. Whatever.”

      Conversationally, as if she were doing nothing more than discussing a restaurant menu, the elf said, “Just so you’re aware, this is personal for me. Any betrayal would meet with deadly force directed at those in charge, not at their underlings.”

      Julianna nodded. “Then indeed, we understand one another.” She gestured to the side. “Look at that.” The elf turned in the direction she’d indicated. Uniformed personnel with the Aces Security logo on their backs were watching people on the Strip, while others installed what looked like additional cameras on the exterior of the Invention casino. “Their footprint in the city is increasing, so there’s no time to waste. If you can take over their contracts with the casino and give me an inside resource, so much the better.”

      Prash nodded and grinned, “Now you’re talking.”
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        * * *

      

      Angelina portaled back to the company’s base, winding up in her office. She exited the room, took the couple of steps to reach her partner’s door, and opened it without knocking. He looked up from his desk. “Hey, how goes it?”

      She plopped herself down on his couch with a sigh. “The Ely Strip is hot this time of year. Plus, it’s filled with oodles of annoying people.”

      He laughed as he came around from behind his work area and sat in a comfortable chair nearby. “I believe they call those tourists. They’re the lifeblood of any gambling operation and also what will pay our bills in that town.”

      She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the cushions. “So, the proposal is that we help the widow Sloane take the city for herself, basically. In return, we get to smack down Aces Security and eventually take an ownership stake in their casinos.”

      He grunted. “Think she’s playing fair?”

      Angelina shrugged. “I do. I think she’s willing to give up a decent amount to get what she wants. At this point, it’s less about the money than about payback, which is why she’s decided to throw in an ownership stake. Still, it’ll be risky.”

      “Subsidiary corporation then, so nothing blows back on Worldspan?”

      She nodded. “If the contract is with the subsidiary, we can later decide what relationship we want to have with the main company. Which means deciding how to handle that ownership percentage will be a lot easier.”

      He grinned. “You never change, Ang. I love that about you.”

      “Enough to give me fifty-one percent of our share of the casinos?”

      He reached over and slapped her gently on the leg. “No, not that much. Fifty-fifty all the way, as always.”

      She sighed, opened her eyes, and nodded. “I’ll have our people check to make sure there’s no snake hidden up her sleeve. I think we’re about to be doing quite a lot of work in Magic City.”
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      Angelina walked into her facility’s arming room, and pride at the sight of her people getting ready to go struck her. This night’s operation would be different than usual since they wouldn’t be wearing their normal gear and wouldn’t be playing defense. No, tonight is all about offense. She clapped her hands for their attention and stood on a nearby stool. “Listen up, people. Our landing location is off the Strip, right next to the target casino. We’re going to go in hard. Our main goal is to draw out the principals of the security company for the place, who we’ve all had the displeasure of meeting before, and get them into the open so we can take them out.”

      Her second-in-command, a man with a thin dark beard that ran from under his nose down to his jawline and up to his hair, asked, “All the way out?”

      “Let me put it this way. I want them to be unable to operate their company for a while. If you can accomplish that by hospitalization, excellent. If you can’t, then do what you need to do.”

      He nodded, a serious expression covering his face. “Got it, boss.”

      Another person asked, “How big do we want this to be?”

      Angelina chuckled inwardly. Brelle was the team’s demolition expert, and she could count on the woman to ask that particular question in almost any circumstance. She replied, “The casino should still be standing when we finish. Otherwise, I don’t care a bit. If some construction companies get some work out of tonight’s adventure, we can always claim we’re improving the local economy. Good for PR.”

      Laughter sounded, and another one of her people commented, “Except for the gnomes and the other security companies, of course.”

      She replied, “Well, we can offer the gnomes a discount on their contracts to make up for it.” She stepped down from the stool and walked through the room, reviewing her people. Roughly three-fourths of them were in the black business suits their recon had spotted the Aces personnel wearing, and the remainder were in fast-made duplicates of the other company’s uniforms.

      Disguising themselves as their opposition necessarily meant leaving some of their best tools behind, unfortunately. They couldn’t bring rifles, for instance. Nothing more than what they could carry in small bags and hidden holsters would do. It wasn’t the first time they’d been in such a situation, though, so they had the right people with the right skills, using mostly the right technology. The other company had stolen a bunch of their gear that Worldspan hadn’t replaced, not that they would use the best stuff that evening since it was identifiable. Earpieces yes, glasses no.

      That jogged her memory, and she raised her voice and announced, “Okay, two more things. First, remember to grab the IDs of anyone you take down, along with anything else that might give us access to locked doors and so forth. Pins, watches, whatever. If you have a second to grab it, do it. Don’t risk yourselves, of course, because Brelle can always blow any door that’s blocking us.”

      The woman called, “You know it, boss,” and laughter sounded.

      Angelina continued, “Oh, and if you see any of the tech they stole from us, take it or break it. Thieving bastards.”

      Her second-in-command observed, “That stuff was insured, right, boss?”

      “Of course, and the insurance company has already reimbursed us, which makes it an added benefit if we get it back. Bonuses for everyone. Don’t forget our primary objective: the Aces principals go down, and they go down hard. Secondary objective, make sure the gnomes realize how much they need a competent security company.”

      Her people nodded, and pride filled her at their professional attitude. “All right, warriors. Fifteen minutes to the witching hour. Time to hit the road.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham was enjoying himself with a drink at Grinding Axes, where he was more or less a late-night regular. It was a sort of bar where he didn’t expect to see many folks he knew professionally, which suited him fine. Sometimes, he needed time to relax, drink, and people-watch. Even most of his crew didn’t know he frequented the place. He enjoyed the anonymity of being another face among the dwarves that patronized it. His phone buzzed, the display reading “unknown,” and he lifted it to his ear. Before he could speak, Scimitar’s voice snapped, “Put on the glasses.”

      Adrenaline spiked as he obeyed, and displays blossomed to fill both eyepieces. One displayed the interior of Invention casino, which appeared as it should, full of tourists gambling, drinking, and carousing. The other was from an external camera they’d installed, and it showed a wave of people, dozens of them, dressed in outfits that looked exactly like what his personnel wore. She said, “A bot spotted those. Somehow I don’t think they’re yours, despite the outfits.”

      He snarled, “They’re not. Sound the alarm at headquarters.” He stood and shoved the phone in his pocket, threw a twenty on the table to compensate for the rule he was about to break, and made the social faux pas of opening a portal right there and stepping through to his office. He ran into the locker room to get suited up, strapping on his vest and grabbing a shotgun. His axes were at home where he’d been sharpening them, and he didn’t think he could spare the time to retrieve them. So be it. I’ll use magic to burn them down instead, and there’s the shotgun for anyone magic won’t suffice for.

      Aces people flowed in quickly, and Jared showed up after a couple of minutes and opened his locker to put on his gear. “Know anything more?”

      Grentham tapped his ear. “Scimitar says they’re inside and they’re causing trouble. She’s helping coordinate the response from the team inside.”

      Jared nodded as he slipped his earpiece in. You should have had that with you already, chucklehead. His partner said, “Good,” then raised his voice and called to the people in the room, “Anyone who’s ready, get over here. You can go over with us. Anyone else, make your way there however you can.”

      Grentham pulled out his phone and sent a text message. “Some of my most trusted folks will be here soon to act as transport.” He opened a portal, and a squad of four ran through it ahead of him and his partner. They pelted down the hallway and broke out onto the gaming floor to find it in complete chaos. Pistols were firing, patrons were shouting, and magic was being thrown all over the place. He cringed involuntarily as lightning blasts slammed into an expensive-looking chandelier with gems resembling gears. It shattered, and the jewels fell to the floor, adding to the frenzy as people scrambled to grab them. He muttered, “Idiots, they’re probably fake.”

      Scimitar spoke, capturing his attention. “Signals from the building have been jammed. Even the wired backup is apparently compromised because there’s no police response from the automatic alarm. Also, from the outside, everything looks fine.” She opened the window in his glasses. It displayed the take from one of the drones the infomancer had positioned near the Strip at all times since agreeing to work with them. The exterior of the casino looked perfectly normal. He shook his head. “Illusion. Clever bastards. Okay, if things start to go wrong, you can call the cops. Your discretion. Still, wait until it seems like we’re not going to win.”

      The infomancer barked a laugh. “I kinda have doubts already.”

      Grentham grinned. Despite taking pleasure in the calm and comfortable parts of his life, moments like this were why he kept his hand in the businesses rather than selling out and retiring. “That’s because we still have some tricks you haven’t seen. Enjoy the show.”

      He turned to Jared. “Stay safe, partner.”

      The other man patted the advanced trauma kit that was part of his gear and nodded. “You too. Keep in touch.”

      Grentham ordered the foursome to accompany his partner, preferring to work solo in the chaos. Sometimes being shorter than average isn’t a bad thing. He used the gaming tables and structural components of the casino to his advantage, skirting around existing fights, looking for a place where he could make a difference. Once I figure out who’s behind this, if they’re here, I’m going to kick their ass up between their ears personally. In the meantime, his thoughts trailed off as he spotted a fake Aces security person pulling the ID tag off one of his people who was down and bleeding.

      He muttered, “I don’t think so,” and sent a force blast at the man. It caught him entirely by surprise and slammed him into the wall a few feet away. His skull cracked hard against it, and he slumped to the floor on all fours, shaking his head dazedly. Grentham ran over and channeled his momentum into a kick, ensuring that his foe would remain unconscious for some time. Scumbag. He knelt and checked the Aces guard, then grabbed the man’s first-aid kit and pressed a bandage on the bullet wound in his shoulder. He put the guard’s hand on it and pushed, causing him to groan and regain some semblance of consciousness. “Keep the pressure on, right here.” He patted his unwounded shoulder. “We’ll have a medic look at you as soon as possible. Hang on.”

      He stood and moved away in a rush, in case anyone had noticed him. Over the comms, he ordered, “Medics, all of them. Quickly. Scimitar, see if you can get the gnomes’ medical people out here, too. Extra gear to treat gunshot wounds.”

      She replied, “On it.”

      The bark of a pistol from his left announced that someone had spotted him, and he grunted in pain as a bullet plowed into his vest. Their high-end armor was more resistant and channeled less of the impact than the norm, so he got away without any damage to his ribs other than discomfort and probable bruising. He reached down for the shotgun hanging at his side, brought it up with a smile, and pulled the trigger.

      He’d loaded it with slugs in case it was necessary to use it as a lock breaker, and the heavy projectile slammed into the man’s chest and sent him flying backward to crash onto a blackjack table, knocking it over as he tumbled out of sight behind it. “Serves you right, jerk.” Grentham racked the pump to eject the spent shell and position the next. He’d mounted a holder with five more rounds on the weapon's stock, but he doubted he’d find time in the overall frenzy to reload.

      Another target of opportunity slipped into view nearby, and he pulled the trigger. That one was a magical and had spotted him at the same time he’d attracted Grentham's notice. The other man called up a force shield, and the angled surface deflected the slug up and away. Then a jet of flame flew at Grentham's face.

      He dropped the weapon and created a curved force shield in front of him to deflect the flames. The sprinklers activated since the number of small fires in the room had reached the appropriate level. Grentham laughed, reveling in the pure physicality of the moment, which informed his choice of attack. He rushed at the elf who’d tried to roast him, maintaining his shield and wishing that he’d taken the time to get his axes.

      His opponent pummeled him with magical attacks, but none was strong enough to stop his headlong rush. He slammed the shield into the elf, who spun away and went down to one knee on the floor. Grentham let the magic fall and twisted his body into a left hook aimed at the man’s temple, which was now right at the perfect height for the punch. It connected, and the elf dropped. He noticed the man’s earpiece and cursed as he realized it was identical to his. He said over the comm, “These guys are Worldspan, which probably means they’re here because of us. Watch out for the leader, and let me know when you see her. I’m more than happy to give her a rematch.” He racked the pump on the shotgun, pushed two more slugs into it, and started hunting for more scumbags.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Morrigan portaled them from the roof of Spirits to the roof of Invention, and Ruby knelt at the edge and peered over while she positioned one of Demetrius’ network boosters. “You’d never know anything was happening inside from out on the Strip. Thank goodness Demetrius’s programs detected increased encrypted activity here.”

      Morrigan replied, “Being a casino owner who could call the gnomes to ask what was up didn’t hurt either, right?”

      She nodded and pointed at the doorway that led into the building, giving Idryll a push to start her moving. “Sometimes things work out how they should. Let’s get a move on.” They were each in the gear that they could quickly assemble at the bunker, which was most of it. Her knuckles hadn’t fully recharged because she’d been busy since she last used them, something that Keshalla would no doubt chide her for if she found out. Knowing Idryll, she’ll find out.

      They smashed the security door barring them from the casino, both Morrigan and Ruby hitting it with force blasts simultaneously. Idryll led the way in her humanoid form, wearing the costume to disguise her identity to free up Ruby’s magic for other uses. Between fighting and dealing with the many voices in her head, sometimes concentration proved a problem, and every bit helped.

      They quickly found the tube elevators, which Ruby had seen before on a tour of the place but hadn’t had the opportunity to use. She slapped another booster, or hack box as she liked to call the devices, on the wall, then jumped in. They delivered her and her partners to the first floor, which was chaos. Security was fighting off an apparent invasion force while patrons screamed and sought safety, but it was hard to tell the teams apart.

      Invention’s gnome security personnel had assumed that anyone who wasn’t of their species and was in a dark suit was fair game. The people in those outfits were squaring off against each other, which meant that choice would probably turn out badly for their contracted security force. Not my problem. She reminded, “Nonlethal unless it’s life or death. Lots of innocents around here.”

      She ran over and pressed another box that provided Demetrius with greater access to the casino’s electronics onto a nearby wall. Morrigan had already vanished by the time she turned back to Idryll. “Think she’s okay?”

      The shapeshifter nodded. “She’s working through some stuff, you can tell. I have no doubt she’ll fight hard.”

      Ruby muttered, “Not exactly what I was asking,” then increased volume and said, “Okay. Let’s go see if we can figure out who the bad guys are.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan had spotted a raised area in the corner, the centerpiece of a circle of slot machines that served as a display holder and advertisement. She blasted herself up to it and kicked the “one dollar” sign off the top, then crouched and reached back for an arrow. It seemed like invaders were still coming in the front doors, so she decided that would be a good spot to begin. She launched the first arrow, knockout gas, and followed it quickly with the second, the one that messed with people’s inner ears.

      Both flew true and were dispatched on a high enough arc that their origin point was not immediately apparent to those affected by them. Having done what she could to stem the tide flowing into the building, she turned her attention to the melee below. She spotted a single uniformed security guard facing off against two suited attackers and launched a lightning arrow into the middle of the trio. They all writhed under the attack from the electrical magic, then fell to the floor or their knees. The power’s dispersal over three people meant that probably none of them would wind up unconscious, but it would at least slow them. Hopefully, someone from the home team would knock the attackers out.

      In the far corner of the room, all the way across the space and a challenging shot from her position, she spotted another pair of dark-suited people. They were unloading large backpacks, and Morrigan was pretty sure the things they were pulling out were grenades and mines. Her brain screamed at the danger, and her hands acted without conscious thought, reaching back to select an explosive arrow, putting it to the string, and sending it soaring before she could reconsider.

      As it flew, she had the slightest bit of remorse at the damage it might do to the casino, but absolutely none for the duo that was planning to use them against the mixture of combatants and innocents on the gaming floor. The arrow struck and exploded, triggering several of the munitions. The blast wave flew out, shattering glass and slamming people into nearby furniture, breaking some of it. She was sure she’d injured some noncombatants with her action and regretted the necessity. Better injured than dead from those bastards’ grenades, though.

      Her fingers had already found a razor arrow and aimed it at another of the dark-suited attackers shooting into the crowd. She paused and drew a deep breath, thinking that despite being the cause of the explosion, they probably still had enough deniability not to bring the police down on them, especially if Demetrius was able to mess with the camera feeds as he’d once boasted he could. She shifted her aim slightly and set it loose, and the arrow flew to plunge into the forearm holding the pistol and stick there, the arrowhead jutting out the far side of the man’s broken arm. He fell to his knees with an expression of great pain and shock, and she grinned with satisfaction. See, I can shoot without killing. So there, doubters.

      She drew another arrow and looked for a target.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll thrived in the chaotic battle. The sheer number of bodies meant she could get close to her targets before engaging them, and in several cases, she had rendered opponents unconscious from behind before they had any idea they were in danger. Her claws stayed sheathed as she instead relied on speed and the power that momentum provided. While she’d been using her extra musculature quite a lot in the recent past, it wasn’t her preference. She was a tiger, and tigers were fast. They struck, faded, and struck again. They didn’t get into drawn-out punching battles with their enemies. It felt good to be fighting like herself again.

      A bulky humanoid in a black uniform, slightly shorter than her, caught her attention because he was using fists and feet to beat anyone who came in range. She wasn’t sure why he’d opted to put away his pistol, but since no one else seemed to be targeting him and he was doing quite a bit of damage, she figured he was as good a project as any. She ran toward him, exploiting his current opponent as a sight blocker. Then the security man went down, and the enemy spotted her. He grinned, displaying bloody teeth, and shouted, “Bring it on.”

      She obliged, running forward and throwing a fist at his face. He seemed to shrink in on himself, bringing his hands in defensively to protect himself from her first flurry of blows. She tried for a knee to his sternum, and he spun suddenly, wickedly fast, bringing his knee around to smash into the side of hers. The pain was intense, the move one she’d never seen before. He continued the spin into a backfist that slammed into her ribs, and Idryll stumbled sideways.

      He hadn’t damaged her, but he had hurt her, which made her angry. She snarled, “Okay, twinkle toes, you have some good offensive moves. Let’s see how you are on defense.” She changed her style, darting in with a jab and sliding back, then slapping his hand aside when he tried to counter and going for a joint lock. He yanked hard before she could establish the hold and turned the move into another spin, leaping and bringing his foot around at her head. She cartwheeled to the side to evade it, her skull moving barely ahead of his foot. The moment her feet touched the ground, she lashed out in a front kick. It caught his advancing form right in the stomach and stopped his motion completely.

      He coughed once and nodded. “You’re a worthy adversary. I’m sorry to have to do this.” His hand was a blur as it reached into his jacket in a move she recognized from films galore. Before he could bring the pistol in his shoulder holster to bear, she charged and tackled him, pinning the arm between their bodies. She snapped her head forward and slammed her forehead into his an instant before landing. His momentum plus the force of her strike drove the back of his head into the floor. The gun clattered from nerveless fingers, and she jumped up and searched for a new opponent, already feeling a well-earned headache growing.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby had used subtle magics, mainly force blasts and ropes, to immobilize, daze, and otherwise render unconscious five or six attackers as she moved through the press of people. Demetrius finally spoke in her ear to deliver the information she’d been waiting for. “My algorithm has analyzed the crowd. There are distinct clusters around two individuals.”

      Ruby nodded. “Those will be the leaders. Let’s see them.”

      An overhead view of the casino floor appeared in a window in her vision, with herself marked in blue, Idryll in orange, and Morrigan in red. Green highlighted another figure, and the last indicator was in yellow. Green was closer to her, so it made the decision easy. “Mo, you’ve got yellow. Idryll and I will take green.”

      She performed the mental gymnastics to match up the overhead view with the perspective of her current position. Then she spotted a female elf stalking through the crowd with a pistol in each hand, doing a significant amount of damage beyond what the cohort of guards or cronies around her was putting out. Her face was weird, somehow, and Ruby couldn’t make out her features. Doesn’t matter. “All right, lady. You’re contestant number one on tonight’s smackdown special.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Morrigan cringed involuntarily as the glass front doors of the Invention casino exploded inward, spreading a shower of shards over the gaming floor. Heavy drones swooped in from the opening, immediately recognizable. She announced, “Paranormal Defense Agency is in the house, going to have to deal with them before I can go after my target,” and received curses in response, even from Demetrius. She grinned inwardly. Now there’s a good use for my razor arrows. The drones were powerful at a distance, but when at short range, had several vulnerabilities. Most glaring were the horizontal propellers that kept them airborne. On the heavier models that used different kinds of engines for propulsion, the ones that helped steer them. Take one of those out, and suddenly whoever was piloting it had a major issue on their hands, assuming the thing didn’t instantly crash.

      She dispatched an arrow at the nearest without conscious thought, and it buried itself in the armor plating to the side of the propeller. An annoyed growl accompanied the launching of the next, and that one flew true. The propeller snapped, and the drone slewed to the side to slam into another. She laughed at the impact, then cringed when they smashed to the ground near a foursome of fleeing tourists. Okay, gotta be more careful.

      She selected the drone farthest from endangering any living beings and used an explosive arrow on it. It trailed smoke as it dropped like a rock to land on a pair of still-upright gaming tables. The sprinklers, which were an incredibly annoying feature of the battle, put out the flames immediately. Well, that’s something, anyway.

      A whirr sounded as another approached from her left, apparently having spotted her attacking its comrade. She reflexively twisted and pointed her right arm at it, firing the grapnel the agents had given her. The harpoon flew out, and the line got wrapped in the propeller. It yanked her off her perch before she could detach the cable, and she hit the floor and rolled, coming up face-to-face with one of the black-suited attackers.

      He looked as shocked as she felt, and she whipped her bow forward, smashing it into his nose and breaking it. She spun into a back kick and sent him flying, then used a blast of force to hurl herself into the air toward the next nearest slot machine pedestal. She landed and cast a veil over herself, then crouched with a razor arrow nocked, waiting to see if anyone had noticed her new position. Come on, send me another drone. I have a little present for it.
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        * * *

      

      Scimitar had provided Grentham with directions to the leadership of the invaders. He didn’t know how she’d figured it out, and he didn’t care. He trusted her implicitly, and once again she’d led him true. A cluster of four individuals fought around a fifth that stayed more or less in the center. They were dressed exactly like his people and used identical weapons, although a couple used two pistols at once, which wasn’t policy. If he hadn’t been able to recall the faces of each Aces guard, they might have fooled him. They did a good job of infiltrating, that’s for sure. I’m surprised they didn’t smuggle in anything heavier, though. Lucky for us, I guess.

      He sent a force blast at the one facing in his direction, knocking the woman upward and back a dozen feet to crash into a nearby wall. He wasn’t worried about restraining his attacks. His people had the legal and moral high ground, and thus anything he did in response to the infiltration would be considered reasonable and legitimate. I love being legitimate. It happens so rarely. The imposter positioned behind his first target turned to face him and lifted a pair of pistols. He knocked one away with the force blast and threw up a shield to protect himself from the other. He’d drilled the attack and defend routine into his reflexes over countless battles.

      The stupidity of that choice occurred to him an instant before the bullet burned into his shoulder outside the vest, twisting him around to the left with the impact’s force. Anti-magic rounds, of course. He growled and sent a lightning blast at his opponent. A shield flickered into being and withstood his magic for a moment before collapsing beneath his power. “Amateurs.” He grabbed a flask from the holder on his belt and downed the healing potion, grimacing as it pushed the bullet out of his body, and the wound knitted itself back together.

      Scimitar said, “Interesting news. Someone else is in the system, and the cameras aren’t recording.”

      He frowned. “Why?”

      “I presume it’s so there’s no official record of what goes on here.”

      “You’re recording, right?”

      She laughed. “Of course. Also, you should note that the tall person ahead of you is using magic to conceal their features. My systems say it’s a woman, based on body measurements.”

      The woman’s face was shifting subtly, meaning that whatever look she was wearing at a given moment in time wasn’t her real one. She dispatched blasts of magic at a pair of gnomes, sending them flying. I recognize that body language. He called, “Hey, wench. I hoped we’d find each other. Good to see you again.”

      The woman turned, and a smile spread over her face. She replied, in a familiar voice, “I’ve been looking for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby dashed across the floor, following Demetrius’s directions toward the leader marked in green, and saw the tall figure turn to face a dwarf. It took her a second to realize it was Grentham, and she chided herself for not anticipating that. You’re reacting, not thinking, Ruby. Get it together. The tall person had two associates guarding them, and Ruby threw a line of force out at the one on her right, then yanked them forward. The move put them directly in the way of the other, who shifted his pistols out of line barely in time to avoid perforating his partner.

      She used the instant of the rear one’s obscured vision to throw herself into the air, hurtling over the middle defender and kicking out her feet at the far one. The double-footed blow knocked them back toward the one in the center, who moved adroitly away without abandoning her focus on Grentham. Now that she was closer, Ruby could see that the tall person was a woman and was disappointed to find it wasn’t the Drow she’d thought it might be. Again, not a smart hope since this action is harming magicals, but you never know.

      She turned and used force blasts to knock the guns out of the other guard’s hands, then skipped close and snapped a punch into his face. He swung back at her, and she blocked hard enough to fracture his forearm, then spun and cut his legs out from underneath him. He slammed onto the ground, and she reached out with her force magic to grab a fallen Taser, probably one of the real security guards’ weapons. She shot the downed man and discharged the voltage into him, taking him from dazed to unconscious. She let the weapon drop and turned to deal with the person in charge.

      The woman’s face was morphing, a clever disguise that would wreak havoc on facial recognition software. I need to figure out how to do that and keep it going while I do other stuff. That’s clever. She had abandoned any pretense of being human and was firing magic at the dwarf, who had wrapped himself in a force shield that kept him safe but also prevented him from attacking. The woman said something about being able to last longer than him this time. Fortunately, nothing was holding Ruby back from engaging her.

      She dashed in and planted a pair of quick punches into the figure’s lower back. Her opponent straightened with a howl and spun faster than Ruby would’ve expected, smashing a forearm in at her head. Ruby blocked it, and it knocked her stumbling to the side from the sheer force. Okay, she’s pumping her muscles. Two can play at that game. Ruby threaded magic into her body as she found her balance and called to the dwarf, “Maybe do something other than cowering under your shield? Sometime today, perhaps?”

      He replied, “Yeah, whatever. Why the hell did you punch her instead of blasting her to pieces?” However, his protection fell, and he threw a blast of fire at their common foe.

      Ruby charged in again, the woman now using one hand to alternately shield and throw magic at the dwarf to keep him pinned down and the other to hurl shadow blasts at Ruby. She ducked and dodged on her way in, deflecting some of them with a buckler of force on her left arm. With a burst of speed, she went in for a kick, only to have to veer off when her foe created a pillar of flame right in her path. The evasion took her near the dwarf. “You’re not doing a great job of protecting the place, I’ve gotta say. Your Yelp! reviews are going to be terrible.”

      The snarl in his voice was evident, despite the cacophony around them. “Not all of us can choose our battles so we look good. I bet you stand in front of the mirror admiring yourself daily, fancy-ass dragon head.”

      Not daily. Weekly, maybe. Ruby had to dive and roll away from a particularly vicious blast of shadow aimed at both of them, and when she came up, the woman had summoned force blades in both hands and was backing away to keep both her and Grentham in sight. Ruby drew her sword, opening her mind to let its inhabitants in, and charged at the woman. She noted in her peripheral vision that Grentham was circling, trying to get behind their opponent, and shook her head. Sure, let me be the bait. Bastard.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll finished taking down one of the invaders and looked up to see a flood of PDA agents coming through the door. She was positive she and her friends were targets as much as anyone else in the place, so she crouched and moved away under cover of the few gaming tables that still stood. A pair of elves in dark suits suddenly blocked her path. They attacked immediately upon noticing her. Each carried a pair of batons, probably liberated from fallen guards, that sparked at the ends. Stun weapons. Smart.

      She circled to the left to prevent simultaneous attacks from both and said into the comm, “We have PDA agents here now in addition to the drones. I doubt they’ll make distinctions between the good guys and the bad guys. Not to mention the fact that they’re seriously confused about which ones we are.” Then she had to focus on the fight, and everything else faded into the background.

      The nearer elf swept the baton around at head height, displaying absolutely no realization of how fast she was. To be fair, she’d not been moving at top speed. She did now, whipping out a hand to grab his wrist and pivoting to slam her other fist into his tricep. His arm offered less resistance as it went numb, and she spun underneath it, wrenching it up behind him. He stood on his tiptoes, and she pushed forward with all her substantial strength, sending him tripping toward his partner.

      The other elf danced out of the way in a quick spin, and Idryll nodded in appreciation of his show of agility. She’d come out of the previous exchange with the baton in her hand, having grabbed it unconsciously as she made her move, and she threw it at her foe. He brought his across to block it, then advanced cautiously. He flicked the baton out at her, and she leaned back the minimum distance to avoid it. She needed to stay near, as the weapons gave him the advantage of a longer reach. He was wisely keeping one close to his body, and she couldn’t risk having him block a punch with it because the shock might slow her enough to give him an opportunity.

      She feinted inward, and he shifted the baton in a short block, refusing to over commit. She stutter-stepped to the side, and he lunged forward, almost catching her. He extended far enough that she was able to snap a foot up into his ribs, and while he lurched away sufficiently quickly to avoid having anything broken, she saw in his eyes that the blow had hurt him. Then she dove aside as a PDA drone strafed across their fight, stitching the other man and his partner with bullets and narrowly missing her. She ran from the drone, shouting, “Watch out, they’re shooting to kill.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      As she deflected a strike from the woman’s sword, Ruby said to the dwarf, “The damn stupid scumbag PDA is here. I hate those guys.” She and he were side by side, harrying their shared enemy.

      Grentham replied, “You know, they’ve jacked into the self-driving cars.” He blocked an attack from the woman and countered with a stuttering line of fire bolts, but she easily intercepted it with her force blade.

      “I didn’t know that. One more reason to dislike them.”

      “Magic City issues should remain with Magic City people.”

      Ruby replied, “Right? That’s what I’ve been saying.” The enemy charged at her, moving to the opposite side of where the dwarf was and slashed as she went past. Ruby blocked the first sword with the tip of hers and the second with the blade near the pommel, then snapped out a kick. The woman twisted away, and Ruby decided she had to be an elf based on her impressive agility and height.

      She turned to stay engaged with their foe, trusting that Grentham wouldn’t attack her from behind while they had a common enemy. They traded a series of thrusts and blocks. Her foe said, “You know, there’s no way you can make a difference on your own. Maybe we should join forces.”

      Ruby brought a chop around at the woman’s arm, hoping to wound her enough to take away one of her paired weapons. Maybe Keshalla's right and I should keep pushing to master the double sword. Then I’ll need to get another artifact blade, and it’ll be a whole big thing. And I’m so busy already. She laughed at her nonsense. “Yeah, no, I don’t think so. You seem like a part of the problem rather than the solution.”

      Morrigan's voice snapped, “Jewel, three o’clock, incoming.” Her sister had taken to using the call signs most of the time. She and Idryll were still having problems making that a habit. Ruby immediately covered herself in a force cocoon and twisted toward the designated direction. A grenade was sailing in, launched by someone in a PDA uniform holding a combination rifle and grenade launcher, and she deflected it off to the side with a burst of magic. It exploded, and she realized the agents weren’t very particular about collateral damage at the moment. Probably figure they can blame it on us. She shook her head and called, “Okay, short stuff. I guess you’ll have to finish the skinny trash queen on your own. Good luck.” She dashed toward the man with the launcher.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan drew a bead on one of the PDA soldiers who faced away from her, aiming for the center of his backpack. She’d lost the chance to get to the leader Ruby had chosen for her. That person was no longer traceable, according to Demetrius, so now she sought targets of opportunity. She selected a magic arrow that delivered a force blast upon impact, thinking it should knock him into the one next to him and send that one into a couple more. The geometry felt properly laid out, like a trick shot in billiards, which she was pretty good at. She released the arrow with a smile on her face and watched it speed across the distance in a matter of seconds. It struck precisely where she intended it to and ultimately failed to do anything more than bounce off. She spat a curse and announced, “The backpacks are anti-magic emitters, and they’re active.”

      Demetrius swore as his worry escaped him momentarily, something he rarely did. Ruby replied, “Nothing we haven’t faced before. I’m on my way after one, do what you can.” She reached for a razor arrow, lacking any technological options that weren’t explosive, then sighed. I can’t put bladed arrows into federal agents. That’s crossing a line we won’t be able to come back from.

      She pressed the button to collapse the bow and shoved it into her holster. Using her pistol or her daggers risked the same issues as the razor arrows, so she leapt off her pedestal, ran to the nearest downed security guard, and grabbed a pair of stun batons lying beside him. No arrows, no daggers. Honestly, this hero thing is way too restrictive. She spotted a couple of people in Aces uniforms as they crept around the periphery of the battle with their guns raised, looking for targets. Their posture and the looks on their faces spoke of predatory behavior, not the responsibility and defensive focus she’d expect to see in the casino’s protectors.

      She charged in under a veil, materializing as she smacked the batons down on both of their gun hands, sending one weapon to the floor and the other one flying through the air. They quickly recovered from their shock at her appearance, the one on the left a beat faster than his partner as he threw a punch at her face. The man stepped into the blow, causing her to lean back so far to avoid it that she had to turn the move into a backflip. She regained her balance and stared at the pair, who hadn’t pursued. The one on the right was clawing at something on his belt and came up with a Taser. A laugh escaped before she realized that without the ability to shield herself, the weapon had reasonable potential for harm.

      She threw her stick on that side at his face, forcing him to focus on defending against it rather than bringing the Taser to bear, and attacked the other. She slammed an elbow at his temple, and when he blocked it, jammed the stun baton in his torso. He got an arm in the way, but it still made contact with the shock head of the weapon, and he jittered before falling away. The first had regained his equilibrium and fired at her. She couldn’t evade the tines, and they stabbed through her costume, which didn’t include the protective vest because they’d deployed so quickly. She stiffened as the voltage coursed through her, then collapsed to the floor as her muscles told her brain they weren’t interested in anything it might have to say.
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        * * *

      

      Grentham wished again that he had his axes if only for the poetic closure they would offer to this rematch with the woman. He taunted, “Decided your face was too horrible to show? Were you burned? Did the explosion get you?”

      She shook her head, and a smile grew on the parade of faces that moved across her visage. “No, I want to be sure that when they look at the security footage, they can’t identify who it is. Because they’ll think it was you all, and your company’s going down.”

      He threw a bolt of fire at her face and another immediately after at her legs, hoping that one or the other would connect. She danced away from them both, frustratingly competent. The woman had given up her swords when the costumed weirdo left, returning to a magic-on-magic battle. She dodged and attacked. He attacked and summoned shields to block. They were fairly evenly matched, him tougher and her more nimble, although he couldn’t help but think she had something of a home-field advantage, having planned to be at the casino tonight as opposed to getting drawn in without warning.

      Scimitar’s voice interrupted unexpectedly, talking in that chopped fashion she used during tense moments. “Been analyzing people's movements. Clusters are forming around you and J.” She only ever referred to them by their initials over comm. “I think it’s a trap.”

      Grentham's adrenaline level jumped through the roof. If the objective had been to bring them out, it had worked. If the further plan had been to separate them, that had worked, too. Holy hell, we played right into their hands from step one. For an instant, he wondered if Worldspan had lost the battle at their headquarters on purpose to set this moment up, but then he rejected that idea. Nope, too paranoid. They would’ve killed us there if that was their intent, or at least tried a lot harder. This tastes like revenge. He summoned a wall of flame, one of his most powerful spells, setting it between him and the elf woman, then ran in the opposite direction. “Where is he?”

      Scimitar guided him into position, and he found Jared and one guard being manipulated into a corner by a series of magical attacks. He brought up his shotgun on the run and blasted the two he had clean shots at. The third spun, bringing his hands up defensively, then pitched forward and fell. Jared was behind him, the pistol held at head level smoking. Grentham said to his partner, “This is about us. We need to get out of here.”

      Jared nodded. “Lead the way.” Grentham summoned a portal, and they both ran through it before any of the PDA losers with their anti-magic backpacks, which he had recognized immediately upon seeing them, could intervene.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll finished tying up the one who’d knocked down Morrigan and asked her for the fifth time if she was okay. The woman growled at her and swore that if she didn’t go away right then, she’d make her life a living hell for the next month. Idryll took that as confirmation that their partner was fine and ran toward Ruby, who was just finishing rendering a Paranormal Defense Agency agent unconscious. She ripped a rifle out of his loose grip and threw it across the room.

      As Idryll arrived, more noise came from the entrance, and a bunch of people in military-style gear flooded in, along with uniformed members of the Ely Police Department. Ruby growled, “You’ve got to be kidding me. Worldspan security, now? I thought someone ran them out of town.”

      Idryll gestured toward the back of the casino. “Maybe it’s time for us to fade away. Looks like this is going to wrap up pretty soon.” She moved in that direction, and Ruby followed.

      Her partner said, “I don’t see the point of it. Was this only to make the casino security look bad? Or something deeper?”

      “That would be a lot of effort for a minimal reward. It has to be part of a bigger game. Maybe it all went wrong when the PDA showed up.”

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah, could be. If they hadn’t, and we hadn’t, it would be a smack in the face, demonstrating Aces’ ineptitude. It seems like the PDA makes everything worse.” She stopped in her tracks, and Idryll turned to face her. “You know, I think it’s time to do something about that. I’ll need your help.”

      Ruby laid out the plan, and Idryll ran to do her part. Demetrius vectored them in on Paul Andrews, who was leading from the front. I can respect that about him, at least. Although he’s probably doing it out of the desire to harm rather than any noble instinct. He had four others with him, and Idryll jumped to the top of a nearby slot machine and launched herself toward them. They scattered as people tended to do when a screaming person suddenly flew at them, and Ruby threw the EMP at the PDA leader.

      Idryll landed and twisted as it went off, intending to go to her partner’s side. Ruby cast a wall of force to separate Andrews from his support people. Intentionally or not, it also separated Ruby from the tiger-woman. She watched through the translucent barrier as her partner cast a portal and tackled Andrews through it. At the last instant, the man’s sidekick leapt through, clearing the edge as it closed. Idryll mastered the anger that flowed through her at her partner’s decision to yet again go it alone and started rehearsing the words she was going to scream at her when they were next together.

      Morrigan's voice came over the comms. “Come on, Cat. Time to get the hell out of this mess. Probably the Army will show up next. Or a marching band. No way to tell, this kind of night.”
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      Ruby landed on top of Andrews in the receiving room in her bunker, with small fixtures set in the sides and the ceiling dimly lit. She rose to her feet and retreated to the corner to await his reaction to being portaled away. She hadn’t anticipated another PDA goon coming along, but neither was she worried about it. This was her place, and she had all the advantages. She could take them both out with magic, but that was too easy, and the purpose of this little adventure was to teach them a lesson.

      Andrews stood slowly, then convulsively moved as he went for the pistol in his holster. She reached out with her force magic, ripped it from his hand, and used her power to bend the barrel, rendering it too dangerous to use. She let it fall and plucked the woman’s from her holster and repeated the process. He snarled, “So, what, now you’re going to kill us? I knew I was right about you all.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. If I’d wanted to kill you, I would’ve done it there. It’s time we came to an understanding. I sense you lack respect because you think everything impressive about me is magical. So, you know, give it your best shot. I can take you without magic.”

      His subordinate asked, “You’re kidding, right? Are we in the schoolyard or something?”

      Ruby shrugged. “I tried this once the grown-up way. Showed up to have a calm conversation. What I got instead was an elaborate trap. So, if you all want to be children, we’ll play by children’s rules.”

      Andrew said, “You took away our weapons.”

      “That I did. I won’t use any either. Plus, there are two of you to one of me. Of course, you could accept the truth that your fear of magicals is clouding your judgment and negatively influencing your actions.”

      The woman shook her head. “How does a fistfight accomplish that?”

      Ruby sighed. “Probably it won’t. Frankly, I’m out of other ideas with you people. I could kill you out of hand, but I don’t need the federal nonsense that would bring down. I could portal you to the World In Between, but that seems exceptionally cruel, even given your transgressions.” Their eyes widened, indicating they had at least some knowledge of the horrific landscape that existed in some indeterminate space connected to both Earth and Oriceran, but hadn’t considered she might know how to access it.

      She was silent for almost a minute while thoughts ran through her head, and apparently, she’d scared them enough that they feared to interrupt. Finally, she said, “When I brought you here, I thought you deserved a beating. Payback for the garbage you’ve done if nothing else. I still think that, but I also believed a demonstration of non-magical power might influence you. It won’t, will it?”

      Their expressions provided the answer to that question. She shook her head in frustration. “You know, I don’t get you people. Supposedly your job is to stand up for the little guy, but it seems like all you do is try to control the little guy. I’ve seen other government organizations, and they don’t behave that way. Which means you are the problem.” Andrews flinched at that, and she shouted, “Don’t you move, or so help me, I will both beat you down and throw you broken into the World In Between.” He froze, apparently believing the lie. I really, really hope it’s a lie. Might be Morrigan's not the only one with mental baggage at the moment.

      She mastered her anger. “So, here’s the thing. You saw evidence tonight that my companions and I are not a threat to Magic City. We’re here to help.” She put one hand on her hip and pointed at Andrews with the other. “I’m giving you exactly three options to choose from. First, and best, you get the hell out of my town and take all your people with you. We didn’t ask for your help, and we don’t need it.”

      He scowled and shook his head. “You’re delusional.”

      She cut him off. “Shut up, dumbass. I’m speaking. Second, not so good, you stay, but you keep your focus where it belongs. That means away from me and mine, and actually investigating things, rather than only throwing a surveillance net around everything so you can show up to deliver fictitious justice to some magicals whenever the opportunity presents itself.”

      Now the woman sputtered, and Ruby turned a glare on her. “You also shut up. I get the idea you all think that magicals are bad or dangerous by definition. We’re no more of each than any human. We simply have different tools. Some people use drones, for instance. I can’t imagine how much the damage you caused tonight will cost to repair, and there are some kinds of harm that aren’t fixable. You all are every bit as reckless and uncaring as the worst magicals I’ve ever met.

      “Now third—and I think you should really consider not selecting this option—you keep doing what you’re doing. If that is your decision, you should know that the hands-off approach I’ve been taking to your overly invasive tactics in my town is over. You’re way past the line, and you have gained my complete attention. I am more than happy to knock you back to the proper side of it as painfully as possible. So, choose wisely.”

      Without giving them a chance to respond, she created a portal at their backs and blasted them through it with bolts of force, sending them into the desert near the abandoned motel that was now only fire-blackened wood. Right before the rift closed, she tossed a microphone transmitter through, tiny enough that they wouldn’t notice it. Her earpiece carried their voices across the distance.

      Andrews said, “Damn her. Damn them all.” He was shouting at the end of the sentence. Ruby laughed at his angst.

      His companion replied, “Are you going to do it, boss? Are we leaving?”

      His voice was dark. “Hell no. They’re going down.”

      Ruby sighed as he made the choice she’d expected but hoped he wouldn’t. Okay. Option three it is.
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        * * *

      

      The next night, Ruby sat to dinner with her housemates and a couple of guests. Morrigan, who had already become fast friends with Shiannor, sat at her left, and Idryll sat to her right. She’d explained that one was her sister and the other was her companion, who would be rooming with her occasionally now. Liam asked, “Does this mean you and Demetrius are over?”

      Ruby laughed. “Hardly.” She rose and gave the man in question a giant kiss on the lips. Hoots and howls sounded in response.

      Daphne announced, “I have good news as well. I resigned from the Ebon Dragon to pursue my magic full time.” Loud applause greeted her words, and she gave a small bow. “That means I’ll be around more, and if you are all okay with it, I’ll kick in a little extra toward rent if you’ll let me use the place as my business center.”

      They all agreed and shared a great meal Ruby had brought from her favorite restaurant in Spirits. When they were in the kitchen afterward, Ruby having volunteered Morrigan to help her clean up, her sister asked, “Everything all right?”

      She shrugged. “The PDA has decided not to back down, so we’re going to have to take them on. Plus, the Drow worries me.”

      Morrigan sighed. “I get that. At least our opposition seems clear now.”

      “I’d like to believe that, but you know what? As soon as you start believing that, life kicks you in the teeth and shows you that what you think is true really isn’t.” The vehemence in her tone came as a surprise even to her.

      Morrigan's voice softened. “Well, sister, one thing will always be true where you and I are concerned.”

      Ruby stopped washing dishes and turned her head to look at her sister. “What is that?”

      The other woman put her hand on her shoulder and said, ever so softly, “I will always be prettier and smarter and more interesting than you.”

      She smashed a handful of soap suds into her sister’s mouth, and they started slap-fighting as they’d done when they were children, howling with laughter. A moment later, Idryll came in from the other room and froze at the sight of them. The shapeshifter shook her head. “Honestly. Most immature Mirra ever.” She turned and stalked out of the room, leaving Morrigan and Ruby laughing all the harder.
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        * * *

      

      Elnyier was in the private room of Void, Darkest Night casino’s best restaurant. Having the space at her disposal was one of the privileges of being the casino’s majority owner. She had two aides at her sides, both Drow, a male and a female. They took furious notes as she spun out ideas while occasionally pausing for small bites of her appetizer course. “We’re going to need to change the decorations in the palace, for one. Maldren had no taste whatsoever. Have a selection of fabrics for me tomorrow. Also, I’ll need to meet with each Council member individually. Please arrange it.”

      They scribbled, and she took another bite, then set the fork down as she sensed an additional presence in the room. “Also, talk to the heads of security at each casino, see what concerns they have. Use intermediaries. I don’t want anyone to know it’s me, but I’m not sure the owners are as clued in on things as they ought to be. Let’s build our sources whenever possible. Now, you can go.”

      If either was offended at the brushoff, they didn’t show it, only left professionally, almost bowing on the way out. She stared at the shadows where she thought the presence was. “I wondered when you’d make contact. I hear a lot about your activities in town.”

      The Drow male Dieneth, who she’d met once before at the casino, materialized as his veil faded. He grinned. “You disapprove?”

      She shrugged. “I think you could be more effective. I might be able to help you with that.” She gestured at the chair next to her, and he accepted the invitation to sit.

      “Why do you believe it’s me who’s stirring things up? I’m only here to pay proper respects to the new Lady of the kemana.”

      She laughed. “I don’t believe it’s you. I know it’s you. I have eyes and ears everywhere, my friend. Very little goes on in the city that I’m not aware of.”

      He plucked one of the tempura shrimp from her plate with his fingers and popped it into his mouth. “The benefits of being on the Council, I suppose.”

      Elnyier shook her head. “No, I’m smart enough to have separate networks, thank you very much. So, are you willing to step up your game?”

      “Perhaps, if the price is right. Why? What would you get out of the deal?”

      “Power. Influence. The usual.” Her long fingers reached over and rested on his hand. She put a little seduction in her voice. “Maybe more, if you’re interested.”

      He grinned, and she noted again that he was very handsome, as she’d thought the first time they’d met, years before. “I’m quite interested in power, influence, and,” he paused long enough to be sassy, “more.”

      She laughed deep in her throat. “Excellent. Will you have some wine?” It was clearly an invitation for more than a drink.

      His smile conveyed his understanding of all that she offered. “I’d love to.”
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      Thank you for reading Book 6 in the Magic City Chronicles, and for continuing on to read these author notes! Ruby completed the Venamisha earlier than I expected at the start of the series, but it felt right for her to do it at this moment.

      I’ve transitioned into summer mode, which for me is almost like moving to a different reality. Still a ton of responsibility all around, but it shifts from one area to the other. My kid and I drove North to visit my best friend, and he took us hiking so we could finish a hiking patch. It was possibly the most brutally exhausting thing I’ve ever done – and for him, it was a comparatively tiny mountain.

      And the kid was not happy in the slightest. They do a great job of not devolving into whining and complaining mostly, but this one stressed us both out. But we survived, and now anytime they’re upset I can say, “But you survived the mountain! This is nothing.”

      The parents reading this know exactly how well that goes over, but I’m a Dad, and it’s my job to be annoying.

      I’ve started the preproduction process on Rogue Agents of Magic. I’m very excited to return to that part of my little corner of the Oriceran Universe, and the story is coming together well.

      Civilization VI continues to be beyond addictive. I bought the expansion and am really liking it. Again, no one hoping to get anything else done should play it. I’ve discovered the board game “Space Base,” and I adore it. Just the right amount of brainpower required. Getting back into board gaming is one of my goals for the summer. We’ve got a couple other ones on the shelf that we’ve never played, including a Sherlock Holmes cooperative one that I’m eager to try.

      My other media use is all over the place right now. I’m still listening to the audiobook of Sandman, which is amazing. Star Trek: Discovery is great; I’m almost done with Season 1. The kid and I returned to the theatre to see a movie, winding up with Raya and the Last Dragon, which was phenomenal. Flight Attendant is interesting, but depressing. And Castlevania is back, which is awesome!

      A visit to our local amusement park is in the offing for next week, and I’m still working on the epic summer trip. We’ll see how that goes.

      I’m hoping to find the time to learn the guitar via Rocksmith, or possibly pick up an electronic drum kit and start to learn that. I really like the idea of banging the drums as catharsis, but I don’t know if I have the patience and brain power to teach myself how to play. And I know I don’t have the dedication right now to spend money to learn. So, if you’re reading this and you know how to learn to play drums, find me on Facebook and share your wisdom!

      For the series after RAM, I’m thinking of something involving monsters. Seems like a magical world like Oriceran would have a lot of wicked monsters to deal with, some of which would doubtless spill over to Earth…

      Before I go, once again, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Thanks!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTES - MARTHA CARR

          

          MAY 27, 2021

        

      

    

    
      The new garden is currently being built in the back of the Dream House. The design takes up the entire backyard and the two sides of the house. There’s a new steel pergola and the patio size doubled and there’s raised beds and an arch and bench and a water feature and a few other things I keep forgetting to mention. Plus peach trees and fig trees and shade trees and blueberry bushes and raspberry bushes and more. Café lights around the pergola and lighting down one side of the yard. The details kind of go on and on but you get the idea. It’s gonna be the bomb!

      The goal was to create my own Secret Garden. When someone comes in the back gate, I want them to forget where they are for a moment. A retreat in the suburbs of Austin.

      The idea has always been in the back of my mind. Once I had the dream house and had done a lot to the interior, it was time to look to the other part of the property.

      I was also helped along by Covid and quarantine. It was more important than ever to squeeze out every bit of serenity and use that I could from every square inch. That was last June.

      Apparently, I was not alone in my thinking and everyone was looking to turn their backyard into a safe place to meet with neighbors.

      Here we are a year later and the dream is getting made into a reality. The good dog Lois Lane and the sweet pittie Leela are not so sure about it. They’ve been consigned to staring out the back door without being able to go out there. Potty breaks for now are on a leash in the front yard. At 2:30 in the morning no one is thrilled about it but I did get to see the red moon this time – a few times.

      First they took out the top five inches of top soil to get everything ready. Then, right on cue the clouds appeared and the rains began – for a week. To their credit, Native Edge landscapers worked through the week emerging from the backyard covered in mud and slowly but surely the backyard has been transforming.

      Out front there’s a long, large stack of black slate and the driveway is full of two kinds of dirt. Not sure what that’s about. I can see the neighbors walking by from my office window, bending and twisting trying to get a better view of the backyard.

      Surely that much black African slate and giant piles of dirt has to be adding up to something magnificent.

      Mine is not even the biggest redo in my neighborhood. Thanks to humble brag pics on Facebook I’ve gotten a peek at what the Jones’ are doing. There are a lot of new pools around here that are in a variety of shapes with fire pits and outdoor kitchens and pergolas and new gardens. Amazing.

      My little bit of paradise will be finished in a few weeks and there will be plenty of pictures on Facebook. Plus on July 4th a party with a seafood boil to celebrate surviving cancer for the 5th time, getting vaccinated and out on the town, the 4th of course, and the inauguration of the new garden. I’ve even rented a Slurpee machine. Red punch and orange mango flavors.

      If anyone’s looking for me, I can be found among the trees sitting on my bench sipping a Slurpee. Party on people. More adventures to follow.
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      Ruby Achera crouched on the roof of a nondescript building a block away from the Magic City Strip. Light and noise spilled from the nearby casinos, interfering with her ability to survey the surrounding area properly. She complained, “I don’t know why you had me start here.”

      Over the comm built into her magical mask, which displayed her face as a dragon to hide her true features, Demetrius laughed. “You’re aware that you’ve been whining since the moment you got out there, right?”

      “Easy for you to criticize, back there comfortable in your bedroom.”

      “As I recall, it was you who couldn’t relax enough to hang out and who needed to get out and do things.”

      Ruby sighed. “Yeah, my life is full of dumb decisions. Let’s stop this discussion right here, shall we? You’re no kind of armchair therapist, and even if you were, I don’t want to be analyzed by my boyfriend.”

      He laughed again. “Coward.”

      She managed a grin. “Sure, that’s it.”

      The technologically advanced lenses that Kayleigh, the tech for Diana Sheen’s agency, had installed highlighted a moving dot in her visual field an instant before Demetrius reported, “Inbound.”

      “Got it. South?”

      “Yep, plan hasn’t changed.”

      She turned and ran, calling up a force shield close to her body to protect her from any attacks by the drone. For now, she was counting mainly on evasion, and portioned another bit of magic into her muscles to increase her speed. When she reached the end of the building, a force blast propelled her up and over to the next.

      Ruby hit and tumbled into a somersault, the heavy leather of her base layer protecting her from sharp edges on the gravel surface beneath her. She rolled up without losing substantial momentum and noted she could now hear the whine of the pursuing vehicle’s propellers, which motivated her to shift into a jagged serpentine to discourage any attacks. “Any answer yet as to whether this thing is autonomous?”

      Demetrius replied, “It’s almost certainly driving itself, my analysis bot says. It could get taken over at any moment, of course.”

      The warning tone in his voice inspired another smile. So nice that you’re that protective after putting me out here in the crosshairs in the first place. Yeah, okay, I’m the one who decided to come out here, it’s true. “Like the agents in The Matrix. I get it.”

      She cut hard to the right and turned, abandoning her southward route for a westerly one. The yellow line in her eyepiece told her where Demetrius wanted her to go, and she laughed inwardly for a moment at the thought that she was no longer truly autonomous but was an extension of the infomancer’s will. Not going to mention that. He’d enjoy it way too much.

      Ruby leapt over another of the intervening streets that made up the grid layout of the southern part of the city. Fortunately, the roads were single lanes in each direction, this area not having to deal with all that much traffic. For all the attractiveness of the Strip and the tourist trade it inspired, Ely, Nevada, was still a fairly small town. Nothing like Vegas, which is good. Can’t compete one-on-one with the big dog, but we can certainly carve out our niche. The eyepiece told her to swing south again, so she complied. Demetrius reported, “Uh-oh, the PDA has noticed you now.”

      He fed an image into her lenses that showed a schematic map from above, with two dots on it, one of which was outside her normal scanning range. “Are you sure it’s them?”

      His tone was annoyed. “Of course I am. Do you think I’d let you continue to be in danger if it wasn’t the ones we were looking for?”

      “You might, rabbit, you might.” One of their favorite downtime activities was watching old Bugs Bunny cartoons, and they worked hard to insert as many references into their conversation as possible.

      He laughed. “Rascally rabbit. Now we have a third. You should speed up so you hit the mark before they reach you.”

      “Easy for you to say, sitting on your ass in comfort,” she grumbled as she put more magical power into her body. Her skill in that area had increased dramatically in recent weeks, more or less as a requirement for continued survival in the challenges she’d faced. Who I am now and who I was when I returned to Magic City aren’t particularly similar. That woman was hopeful she could scratch out a living while working toward her dream of becoming a professional technomancer. Now, I’m in a costume running across the rooftops, and, oh yeah, just one other little thing, I’m the new leader of the Mist Elves. I wish I could go back to punch former me in the mouth and order her to get the hell out of town.

      She laughed at herself. Demetrius is right. I’m totally a whiner. Perhaps it’s because I’m running rather than fighting. “Okay, so tell me what you’re getting that makes this all worthwhile.”

      “Well, I have vectors on each of the drones, and combined with the other sightings we’ve had and what I’ve gathered from the monitoring stations you all placed, I’m quite sure I can triangulate the drones’ bases. Plus, once my bots get time to analyze the signal flow we’re recording, we might be able to figure out where the PDA is controlling them from.”

      “You don’t think it’ll be at their launch point?”

      “I wouldn’t hazard a guess. If it were me, I’d put the two facilities in different locations. There’s no reason they need to be near one another as long as they have powerful enough communication equipment. But then, I tend to be conservative about that kind of thing. If someone finds a trail to my stuff, I don’t want them to find a trail to me, too.”

      She launched herself a little farther than intended, the momentum from her magically amped muscles combining with the force blast to send her skidding onto the next roof. She caught her balance by frantically windmilling her arms and dove to the side as the first drone flew in low and fired a stream of bullets at her. Ruby hit it with a force blast, the glancing blow enough to knock it out of line but not enough to take it down, and sped into a run again. “Says the guy working out of his bedroom. Also, that was a little close.”

      He replied, “Run faster, then. If anyone tried to trace my activities, they’d wind up looking somewhere far from here, believe me. If they got past that one, there’d be another false location and another, and after that, you guessed it, another.”

      “So what you’re saying is you could do a total disappearing act on me at any second. That totally gives a girl relationship confidence.”

      Demetrius retorted, “That’s not at all what I was saying. Does your brain really work like that?”

      She felt a little silly admitting, “Well, more or less.”

      Her sister’s voice joined the conversation. “Oh, please, D. You’ve been with her long enough to know that her brain doesn’t work in any way. Or maybe you didn’t notice. Like the pretty, vacant types, do you?”

      He laughed. “I like Ruby’s type, whatever that is.”

      Idryll, her shapeshifter companion, countered, “Oh, that’s a safe answer. Clearly, you’re afraid of her. Is she making you date her against your will? If so, you can tell us the truth. We’ll rescue you.”

      Ruby sighed as she hurtled over the last street that separated her from her objective. The three dots were now all close enough that her local sensing had acquired them, and she did a jittering dance to avoid their attacks as she ran into position. “Okay, first, jealousy isn’t a good look on either of you. Second, Morrigan, if you ever find someone willing to be your partner, you can feel free to have an opinion. Until then, remember, whatever makes me annoying is also in your genes.”

      Her sister inserted smoothly, “Oh, so you’re saying Demetrius just likes you because of what’s in your jeans?”

      The infomancer burst out laughing, and Ruby growled, “I swear to heaven, I am going to set up a training date with Diana so I can beat your face in for the sheer pleasure of it.”

      Morrigan replied, “Anytime, anyplace. You probably won’t want your boyfriend to see you humiliated, though.” Her voice turned thoughtful. “Unless he’s into that. Are you into that, D?”

      Ruby stopped, spun, and cast a semicircular wall of force to separate herself from the drones with her left hand. With her right, she summoned a rectangle of metal about the size of her torso that they’d planted here earlier. “Social hour’s over. Get your butts out here and help me fight these things.”
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      Morrigan released the veil concealing her and Idryll atop the building they’d selected for their ambush on the drones. The dissipating magic revealed her, clad in her scarlet uniform with a hood covering her hair, and Idryll, in her natural fur and a magical mask. The shapeshifter wore an equipment belt low around her hips carrying some of Margrave’s toys, but other than that was weaponless. Well, aside from her claws, which could probably cut through steel.

      Morrigan's bow was extended and ready, and she reached back over her shoulder to pull an arrow from the quiver. Notches on the ends of each allowed her to differentiate between them, and she chose the new, heavy-duty lightning arrow. She wouldn’t use it against a human unless keeping them alive wasn’t a concern, which it usually was. Against a drone? No mercy required.

      She fitted it to the bowstring on the run, then let it loose at the nearest unmanned craft, which had dipped lower to make a strafing pass at her sister. The projectile flew true and slammed into its nose. Electricity burst from the magic arrow, engulfing the drone and dropping it smoking to the roof. Morrigan laughed. “Man, I love lightning.”

      Idryll flashed by, growling, “Don’t you dare destroy them all before I get a shot at one.”

      Morrigan was already searching for another arrow. Unfortunately, she’d only brought one of the special lightning versions due to her limited supply, so she selected explosive instead, reserving her regular lightning arrows in case of human targets. She drew the string backward and looked for a target. “Better move fast then, cat.”

      Idryll replied by cutting in between her and the nearest drone, which Morrigan found both annoying and satisfyingly trusting since Ruby’s companion assumed she wouldn’t wind up with an arrow in the back. The tiger-woman ran toward Ruby and shouted, “Give me a boost.”

      Ruby spun and cupped her hands. When the shapeshifter leapt into them, a powerful throw set her flying toward the nearest non-smoking attack drone. Idryll twisted in midair, and by the time she reached the craft, her claws were ready. They sliced through the mountings for two of the four turbofans in a single pass, and the vehicle careened out of control.

      Ruby snarled, “Of course it’s headed for the street.” She threw up a wall of force and the drone slammed into it, rebounding to land on the building’s roof.

      It burst into flame, and Morrigan shifted the bow and arrow into one hand and used the other to cast ice over the fire before it could catch the building alight. “You two are completely reckless.”

      Ruby snorted. “Like you’re one to talk, trigger-happy Barb.”

      Morrigan scowled at Ruby’s use of the callsign Diana Sheen’s people had given her. Somehow, when her sister said it, it always seemed like an insult. She muttered low curses and drew a bead on the third drone. Ruby shouted, “Mo, down.” Without hesitation, she threw herself into a forward roll just in time to avoid a hail of bullets that punched into the roof behind her.

      They’d chosen this particular building because it was currently unoccupied and slated to undergo a serious renovation. Demetrius had searched to find the location that would have the least impact on innocents while still serving their needs, and this had been the winner. The idea had been Ruby’s, but they wouldn’t have been able to pull it off without the infomancer’s skills. So, I’ll give him all the credit. She rolled up to her feet and growled, “What the hell? Where did that come from?”

      Demetrius replied, “Additional drones. Must have flown in under a cloak of some kind or stayed undercover with active electronic countermeasures. I couldn’t see them on cameras or signal sensors until they attacked. Probably operating autonomously with a limited instruction set.”

      Morrigan grinned. “Excellent. More robots to kill.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ruby turned in a circle, taking stock of the new situation with her eyeballs as well. “Apparently, the Paranormal Defense Agency is all in today.” A total of six drones were within a block of the building, and four more were less than a dozen seconds away.

      Demetrius said, “We’re lucky this one got out ahead of the others. If they’d all shown up at once, it could have been ugly.”

      “You think?” Ruby summoned the metal plate to her arm again, using a consistent stream of force magic to lock it in place as if she’d strapped it to the limb. The octopus tattoo chose that moment to squirm, sending nausea into her stomach as the artifact made yet another try to influence her decisions. Knock it off, scumbag.

      She reached back and drew her sword, wishing she could cast through it. Sadly, there hadn’t yet been an opportunity to engage in the training the Atlantean had offered. When her fingers met the hilt, the queasy feeling vanished as the twin entities inside Eidolon protected her mind.

      Thanks, you two. Ruby positioned the shield in time to catch a barrage of bullets from the drone closest to her. She ran at it and jumped, slashing her sword at one of its fans, but it bounced into the air, clearly anticipating her move.

      Demetrius advised, “Signals are flowing all over the place. They’re probably remote piloted now.”

      Morrigan snarked, “Are you going to hit it, Jewel, or dance with it?”

      Ruby spun and threw her sword at the one that had dodged her, sending it tumbling hilt over blade. The ungainly projectile passed right through a propeller, the sharp weapon shattering it and sending the vehicle out of control. Idryll had climbed onto one of the cooling units mounted on the roof and pounced on the drone, riding it down to the surface and stabbing her claws into and through it. Ruby reached out with her force magic and brought the falling sword back to her hand. “Less talking, more arrowing.”

      Morrigan replied, “So, is this a successful endeavor, Demetrius?” An arrow zipped from her bow to slam into another of the drones. It exploded on impact, sending the craft spiraling down to the street in pieces.

      Ruby winced. Hope there’s no one down there. Of course, if anyone is stupid enough to stand nearby when they see this sort of thing going on, they kind of deserve what they get.

      Demetrius replied, “I have all the information I need. More won’t help. Get yourselves out of there.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Not until we take these things out. Every one we destroy is one less they have to use. And most of these are the heavy-duty ones.”

      The infomancer had been monitoring aerial traffic throughout the city and had noticed smaller drones flying the same routes as those loaded down with weapons. He’d concluded that the PDA had chosen to supplement their information gathering with consumer models, which had drawn a curse from her at the time. One would wish for less competent enemies.

      Idryll tackled her as a drone flew at her back, passing right through the space she’d occupied. The shapeshifter protected her from the fall with her body, which felt harder and stronger than normal, suggesting she’d done her partial shapeshift thing. Ruby said, “I doubt they’re using anti-magic bullets.”

      Her companion released her and rose to her feet. “Finding out by getting shot would be pretty stupid, though, don’t you think? Even for you.”

      Another drone went down, this one the victim of Morrigan's razor arrow, to judge by the fact that only the feathered end showed as the vehicle spiraled down. Her partners must have eliminated the rest because the one remaining visible drone suddenly flew up high, apparently happy to watch them instead of continuing the battle. Ruby said, “Okay, let’s blow this popsicle stand.” She reached inward for her magic and summoned a portal at the side of the roof to take them back to the bunker that was their secret base.

      At least, that’s what she tried to do. However, the rift failed to appear, and her access to her power suddenly fell away. She growled, “Anti-magic emitters,” at the same moment Demetrius reported, “Enemies inbound.” Ruby turned to see PDA agents in battle gear climb over the edges of the roof, wearing the anti-magic emitter backpacks that had become a normal part of their loadout in Magic City. “Dammit. Okay, remember, no killing. That includes accidentally knocking them off the roof, Idryll.”

      The tiger-woman replied, “It hurts that you would think such things of me. Also, that’s a stupid rule. They chose to come up here. They deserve whatever comes to them.”

      “I don’t think Alejo will see it that way.”

      Morrigan stepped up beside them. “Less talking, more fighting.” She fired her grapnel and snagged one of the agents that had gained the roof, yanking forward so they stumbled and fell. Then she retracted the line.

      Ruby said, “I’m serious, no killing. Once we get an opening to escape, we go.”

      Demetrius replied, “You’d better get a move on, then. There’s a chopper inbound.”
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      Ruby said, “What the hell do you mean, a chopper?”

      Idryll ignored the conversation as she ran toward the edge of the roof, heading directly for the nearest enemy bringing their rifle into play. It was a bad situation, given that the building wasn’t that big in the first place, and there seemed to be a lot of the enemy around. Fortunately, she didn’t need additional magic beyond what nature had already provided, so their backpacks were irrelevant to her.

      She reached the agent as the barrel came up, whipped out one clawed hand to slice through the strap holding the weapon, and yanked the gun away with the other, throwing it off the roof. The look of shock visible through the transparent faceplate was rewarding, and she resisted the urge to send him over the edge after it.

      Instead, she kicked the man’s legs out from underneath him and pushed into his fall, slamming him onto his back. She grabbed the helmet and wrenched it off, then dove aside as bullets thwacked into the surface near her. Friendly fire is not my fault. She ran in a serpentine for the cover of some nearby equipment, sliding around the corner to safety as rounds smacked into the object’s metal skin. She said, “I’m not so great against bullets.”

      Ruby replied, “Yeah, this kind of sucks, no doubt about it. Demetrius, add a drone loaded with knockout gas to our to-do list.”

      He confirmed, “Got it. Of course, their helmets would stop that.”

      “Always with the negativity. Idryll, stay safe, look for targets of opportunity.”

      Morrigan offered, “Here, let me give you some.”

      Idryll stuck her head up over the lip of her cover and saw an arrow stab into the roof in the center of a cluster of agents who had moved a few feet away from the edge. They staggered and fell as if their bodies had forgotten how to stay balanced.

      Ruby distracted the others on the roof, shooting at them from behind a piece of equipment, which allowed Idryll to sneak out and strip the fallen of their rifles. For good measure, she cut their backpacks from them and threw them off the side as well. She managed to take care of three of the five before someone noticed her and forced her to dive and roll back into cover to avoid the bullets. “That was fun. Let’s do it again.”

      Morrigan replied, “That was my only sonic arrow. Now that you’ve got their helmets off, I can gas them, so at least those will be out of the fight.”

      Ruby said, “Okay, I’m going to do something stupid. Keep your eyes open, Idryll. You may get an opportunity.”

      She snorted. “You say that like it’s different from what you usually do.” Nonetheless, she peered over the edge of her cover and readied herself to move.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby sighed. “Not the time for insults, you know?” She glanced down at the dart gun encircling her right arm. Five rounds. Gotta make them count. They’re wearing vests, so the torso is a no-go. Plus, can’t hit anyone who’s too close to the sides. Gee, this is fun.

      She burst from hiding, firing her pistol into the air with her left hand as a distraction. She lined up the first enemy on the move and pressed the stud to fire the dart. It flew out and punched into the agent’s arm. Her target wobbled, then fell, as the fast-acting drug rendered them unconscious.

      She slid to avoid gunfire from the next, firing as quickly as she could bring her arm in line. That one went down with a dart to the leg. Her torso shouted in pain as bullets thudded into her vest from her left. She twisted and snapped out another dart, which lodged itself in her opponent’s vest. Damn it. She fired the next, scoring the arm, and took a bullet in her arm before the agent fell.

      Gritting her teeth, Ruby forced herself to stand and run for the nearest cover as quickly as she could. She launched her last dart on the way, not waiting to see if it scored before diving behind the small housing that protected the door leading down into the structure.

      Morrigan asked, “Are you okay?”

      Ruby replied, “Perforated, but still going. What’s the situation?” The arrival of a helicopter overhead and six agents sliding down on lines answered the question effectively. She shouted, “Go,” and ran toward the newcomers. Their only chance was to take them out while they were focused on the descent because six more rifles could easily turn the tide against them.

      Morrigan said, “I’ll knock out the chopper.”

      Ruby snarled, “No, it might crash. Alejo, remember?”

      Her sister sighed. “Rules. I hate rules. Let’s mix it up, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan hit the button to collapse her bow into its baton form and shoved it into the holster on her left leg at a run. She didn’t draw her knives since her reflexes might cause her to launch a fatal strike rather than one that her opponent would survive. She counted seven more of the infernal emitters blocking them from their magic, the newcomers plus one other. “Idryll, see if you can get the backpack off that last one.”

      The shapeshifter replied, “On it.”

      Morrigan swept the feet out from under the nearest agent as they released the line, sending them crashing to the roof. She spun around the second, making sure the first couldn’t shoot her from his prone position without hitting his companion and kicked that one in the back of the knee.

      He went down to his knees, and she wrenched his helmet off and tapped him on the temple with her stun knuckles. They discharged with a loud snap, and the man crumpled. She abandoned him and moved for a third. He brought his rifle into line, but she slapped it down as he pulled the trigger.

      His bulletproof vest thwarted an elbow smash into his solar plexus, but a follow-up hammer fist to the nerve junction in his leg caused him to go down on one knee. Again, Morrigan wrenched off his helmet and tapped his temple. Two down. Then bullets slammed into her back, and she pitched forward over the edge of the roof.

      She couldn’t catch her breath, but she managed to retain enough presence of mind to launch the grapnel attached to her right arm. The magnetic harpoon snagged the fire escape and snapped taut, swinging her to slam against the rusted metal a story down with a loud clang. She grabbed the railing, pulled herself over, and threw herself against the building’s wall so that anyone peering over the edge from the top would have a difficult time spotting her.

      Ruby shouted, “Morrigan, are you okay?”

      When her lungs finally gathered enough breath to answer, she replied, “Yeah, I’ll be back in a minute.” She grabbed a healing potion, downed it, and gritted her teeth against the pain as broken ribs knitted themselves back together. Just a couple of seconds, then I’ll get moving. Promise.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll dashed out and caught the last remaining member of the original group looking the other way. She punched the agent in the left kidney, then in the other one. To their credit, they didn’t crumple but instead whipped the rifle around in a clumsy strike at head-level. Idryll ducked under it and came up slashing, cutting the strap that secured the weapon.

      She lashed out a hand and knocked the gun away, then deflected a flurry of punches and a kick from the agent. She threw a punch at his temple. He blocked, stepped in, and locked out her arm to throw her.

      She performed a flip to reposition and negate his leverage, then seized his arm and used it to swing herself down at his legs. She pulled him down on top of her, grabbed his helmet, and ripped it off. He immediately slammed his forehead down at her face.

      Idryll twisted away and took the blow on her ear, starting a ringing throughout her skull. I’ve had about enough of this adventure. She wrenched herself to the side, throwing him off her, and was on her feet by the time he regained his. He stepped back into a fighting stance and yanked a baton from his belt, snapping it out to full length.

      Idryll shook her head and displayed her claws. “Really? You think that toy is going to help you?”

      He didn’t reply, just attacked with a rush and a downward angled strike at her neck. She flowed away to her right and slammed a knee into his stomach, but his body armor absorbed the impact. He snapped an elbow at the back of her head, and she dove forward into a somersault to avoid it, coming quickly to her feet.

      Idryll waited until he committed to motion, then rushed forward, counting on her unexpected mass and strength to carry the exchange. She took a blow from the baton on her left arm, numbing it from the shoulder down, but rammed her body into her opponent hard enough to send him and his baton flying in different directions. He was on his hands and knees, shaking his head when she reached him.

      She sliced the straps of his backpack with her claws, threw it over the side, and stomped down on his ankle to break it. He howled in pain. “Sorry, bud, but it’s better than getting thrown off the roof or dying from brain damage if a punch hits a little too hard.”

      She headed for her partners at a run.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby took out her first foe before he landed by grabbing him and yanking him off the rope, then ripping off his helmet and knocking him unconscious with the stun knuckles on her right hand. She delivered a sidekick to the next that thrust him into a third, then pursued both of them as they stumbled back.

      One of them veered toward the edge, and she adjusted her path to snag him before he toppled over, pulling him onto her and throwing him over her head as she fell on her back. Captain Kirk has nothing on me. She rolled to the side as bullets struck the surface beside her and kept going right off the side of the building since it was either that or accept increased perforation.

      She grabbed the edge as she rolled over and found her footing well enough to jump to the nearby fire escape. Morrigan grinned as she landed. “So, you fell off the roof, too?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I heard you slam against this thing, so I knew it was here. I simply executed a timely strategic retreat.”

      Her sister replied with doubt in her tone, “Seemed a little less strategic and a little more frantic, from my perspective.”

      Ruby pounded up the stairs with Morrigan a couple of steps behind. When they reached the roof, they found Idryll finishing the last one by snapping his forearms so he couldn’t hold a weapon. Harsh, but undeniably effective. Need to add some zip ties to her equipment belt.

      Together, they removed the remaining backpacks and headed toward the building’s edge to portal away out of view of the fallen. Ruby’s paranoia over people looking through her portals and finding out her secrets had only increased over time.

      As her sister created the portal, Ruby happened to look down and spot a figure in the alley below. He was looking up, watching her. She immediately recognized the Drow she’d met in the warehouse, the one who was behind the anti-human sentiments spreading through the city.

      He tipped the wide-brimmed hat that hid his white hair to her and sauntered away. She considered going after him, but her appetite for adventure had been completely satisfied for the evening, especially since she hadn’t found time to take a healing potion yet. I really need to get some of Daphne’s capsules made.

      She shook her head and followed her companions through the portal with a scowl. PDA jerks. You’re lucky we promised Alejo we wouldn’t leave any bodies behind, or you’d find messing with us far more costly. She considered the number of drones they’d destroyed and brightened. Well, at least we hit you pretty hard in the pocketbook tonight. That’s something.
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      Paul Andrews paced at the head of the conference table in the PDA’s rented Ely bureau, expending effort to appear calm and measured as he took precisely calculated steps. Three in one direction, turn, three in the other. Or at least he hoped he looked calm. Anyone in his office who remained unruffled despite their recurring failures to take down the masked vigilantes haunting the city should probably be fired.

      Charlotte Krenn continued speaking, bringing his attention back to the moment. “So, as you all know, one of our primary targets provided us the opportunity to test out new strategies yesterday. The good news is that the drones operated in every area exactly as we had hoped. The autonomous functionality got them there quickly, and our operators were able to seamlessly take control of two and employ them effectively in battle.”

      Andrews interrupted, “We need to increase that capability. Arrange for a couple more piloting stations to be installed. While using one station to pilot multiple drones is fine for simple surveillance, it’s obviously not adequate for combat situations.”

      She nodded. “Will do, boss.” After a pause, probably to see if he was going to say anything else, she continued, “They were aware that anti-magic bullets might be part of the crafts’ armament, as they used magic to interpose physical barriers. Still, we should load them up with anti-magic rounds, anyway. All we need is one second of surprise to take one of them out. And, with additional piloted vehicles, we can bring them in from different directions simultaneously.”

      “How many did we lose?”

      She grimaced. “Six heavy drones, and two of the consumer surveillance models.”

      He grunted. “Expensive research. But sometimes you gotta do what you gotta do, right?”

      Murmurs of assent came from around the table, where everyone who worked in the office had assembled. It would be a long day for those on the second shift, but communication was vital, and in-person was always best. Prevents them from misunderstanding exactly how serious this is. “What about the troops we deployed?”

      She shook her head. “That part was less successful, although the targets didn’t kill any, and only three injured enough to warrant a trip to the hospital. Broken bones.”

      He scowled. “Well, I’ll say this for the costumed freaks. They’re careful not to get on the wrong side of a murder rap. Probably a smart choice. Why didn’t we do better?”

      Video of the entire operation was available from a drone that had stayed high to capture it. Andrews preferred to let his subordinates share their analysis before he watched the recording. He thought they saw it as a mark of trust that he wouldn’t insist on seeing the video firsthand. While that was true, and he did trust them, he would eventually watch it anyway to ensure nothing slipped through. Trust, but confirm.

      Charlotte replied, “Fighting on the roof was a serious limitation from the outset. It was a challenging deployment, especially given that they probably could’ve magicked the helicopter right out of the sky if they’d wanted to.”

      “It was a good choice on their part. Shows us we don’t want to allow them to choose the battleground again, that’s for sure.”

      His subordinate sipped from her water bottle before continuing. “I think the most important lesson learned on this one is that our people shouldn’t engage at close range if we can help it.”

      Andrews let out a small laugh. “Unfortunately, snipers are contraindicated for this situation since our targets technically haven’t committed a crime of sufficient magnitude.” Perhaps we should use them anyway. It seems like coloring inside the lines isn’t going to get this done. Or at least not soon enough to make a difference. It would look pretty bad if another casino went down while we have boots on the ground in Magic City.

      He stopped his pacing, turned, and placed his palms flat on the table, leaning over and letting his gaze fall on everyone seated around him in turn. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. You are going to work the phones and call your most reliable contacts, every one of them. I want you to beg, borrow, requisition, or steal replacement combat drones. Someone will have to talk to the techs and find out how many consumer models they need and arrange that, too.”

      Everyone nodded, and he looked up at his subordinate. “Charlotte, you get to handle acquiring a big shipment of anti-magic rounds. Might be worth reaching out to the military, as well as the government. They might be willing to let us sneak a little from the stockpile.”

      She grimaced. “That’ll take some time, boss.”

      “Yeah, I know. So, you all better get to it. Go.” His team filed out of the room, but he grabbed Charlotte by the arm before she could follow.

      When the door closed, he said, “We’re going to work on another angle as well. I want you to beat the weeds and see who the best available bounty hunters are at a price point we can accommodate. Then, have our infomancer break into the Ely PD systems and seed crimes and bounties on the three vigilantes, along with the descriptions we have.”

      Her eyes widened, but her face didn’t otherwise express her surprise. “You sure, boss? Ethical line, there.”

      He grabbed the back of his chair and pulled it out, then gestured her to the one nearby. When she was seated, he said, “Okay, here’s my logic. Tell me where you disagree. Base situation, we have multiple bad things going on in this town right now, and we’re stretched thin on the ground.” He held up a finger. “First, a casino went boom, and we still don’t know who or why.”

      She lifted a hand slightly, and when he nodded permission, said, “Wasn’t that Gabriel Sloane? If so, doesn’t that close that case?”

      He leaned back in his chair and laughed, steepling his fingers in front of his chest. “The Ely PD thinks so, but it doesn’t ring true to me. He wouldn’t have been working alone, which implies partners, and even one partner means someone could still be pushing whatever agenda he was after.”

      “Trying to get an ‘in’ with the casino businesses?”

      “As far as we know, sure. Since they’re not allowing it, anyone who wants to accomplish that will have to do it by questionable methods.” She nodded. He extended two fingers. “Second, we have the anti-human movement.”

      Charlotte replied, “Yeah, I didn’t mention it during the briefing, but we’ve increased our surveillance in the south of the city to look for them, too. It’s hard, though. Unlike the costumed group, we can’t really do recognition scans with the drones unless you want a bunch of false positives from every magical in town.”

      “That is indeed a quandary. Keep working on it. Eventually, we’re going to get faces, and when that happens, we can have the bots do their thing.”

      “Unless their faces are fake, like magical or something.”

      He shrugged. “In which case, we’re no worse off than we are right now. But we need to keep more humans in the loop. Increase the people watching the drone feeds in real-time. They don’t need to be on site. Nab some Academy students for that one, too.”

      She nodded. “Will do.” It always impressed him that she never wrote anything down and yet seemed to have every bit of relevant information at hand the moment he needed it. It was one of the many reasons he planned to take her with him whenever the agency reassigned him. Hopefully soon.

      With a sigh, he leaned forward again. “So, on to number three, a seeming war among the security companies in town. Could be that’s overstating the fact, but we have two strong pieces of evidence that argue for it. The alleged gas leak explosion at Worldspan headquarters is the first. Add to that the attack at Invention, which seemed notably lacking in objective other than to mix it up. If that was the goal, we can only assume that Aces Security was the target.”

      “Are you saying Aces was behind the building blowing up?”

      He nodded. “That’s my working hypothesis, as bizarre as it sounds. I mean, I don’t see an obvious reason, and when you hear about corporate warfare, it’s normally more of the backroom espionage kind of thing.”

      He shook his head. “Everything else is weird here in Magic City so I wouldn’t put it past them. The real question, in my eyes, is whether there’s someone behind them. If it’s only them protecting turf, it seems pretty expensive. One would think the companies’ primary concern is profit, rather than position.”

      She was silent for several seconds, then asked, “Do you think they’re in with the vigilantes? Aces, I mean?”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t seem like it, but who knows, maybe the costumes came to the gnome casino to intervene on the side of their allies. There’s the fourth issue. Everyone thinks it’s great when local citizens fight crime, but no one considers the fact that they’re not following rules, and no checks and balances are in place to keep them from doing pretty much anything they want.”

      He recognized the same words could also describe him at the moment, but he had risen through a system designed to weed out psychopaths and people who would misuse power. He couldn’t say the same of the vigilantes.

      Unless they’re law enforcement, freelancing. That would explain a lot of their information. “You know, it just occurred to me that maybe we should review the rosters of police, sheriff, state police around here. See if any of them are magicals, for a start.”

      Charlotte nodded. “I agree. It does seem like they have a lot of inside knowledge and the sort of skills that would fit.” She looked slightly uncomfortable.

      “You still think this is an overstep?”

      She lifted a hand and rocked it back and forth. “Might be. Might not be. I don’t really have a guess as to where that line is.”

      He nodded and rose, and she copied his motion. “I always appreciate your counterarguments. Keep them coming. But right now, my position is that we must stop these vigilantes and the anti-human gang that’s probably in league with them. So, I’m still convinced this is one of those moments where the ends justify out-of-the-ordinary means.”

      She nodded. “Then I’ll get on the phone and let the local freelancers know it’s hunting season for vigilantes in Magic City.”
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      Dieneth walked into the gourmet restaurant that was the primary draw of the Atlantean casino. Well, other than the gambling, but that doesn’t interest me at all. Money isn’t an interesting stake anymore. It was a strange place to be meeting his date, but she had explained it was important for her to visibly frequent all the casinos equally, as she was now the head of the Council.

      He thoroughly understood the need to make an impression. That was more or less his whole purpose in Magic City nowadays. It was certainly a lot more fun than his previous gig as a dealer at Darkest Night, so low on the totem pole that the owner didn’t realize that the man across the table had once worked for her.

      He’d dressed for the occasion in a black suit, shining ebony shoes with a bit more heel than was particularly stylish, and a crisp, dark blue shirt underneath. In place of a tie, he wore a stylized wolf-head pin at his throat. Although it wasn’t her casino, Elnyier had managed to secure a table in an out-of-the-way nook, and she nodded a greeting as he sat across from her. He asked, “Been waiting long?”

      She gave him a small smile. “No, I just finished hobnobbing with the owners. They’re an excitable bunch, to judge by how much effort they’re putting into impressing me.”

      He laughed. “Well, that’s kind of why you took the gig, right? What’s old Maldren doing now, anyway?”

      “He doesn’t have any business interest in town, aside from a small percentage of ownership in the two Mist Elf casinos. So, he’s spending some time on Oriceran, most likely licking his wounds and wondering where he went wrong.”

      Dieneth grinned, showing her his teeth. “You like that, don’t you?”

      Elnyier lifted an eyebrow. “How could you think such a thing?”

      “Because I know you.”

      She brought her napkin up to pat her lips, probably to hide a smile. “I’ll have you know I am only a member of the Council to serve my constituents. I have no ulterior motives whatsoever.”

      He laughed loud enough that a couple of people at nearby tables looked over at him. “Please. You’re Drow. The only ones among us who have no ulterior motives are those who are already dead. Even then, you can’t really be certain they’re not up to something.”

      Elnyier dropped the napkin back to her lap, revealing her smile. “Of course, you’re right. Yes, I do like that Maldren is out of the picture for the moment. Had he stayed, he could’ve proved a nuisance.”

      A bowl of soup appeared in front of each of them, delivered by an Atlantean waiter who bustled away without a word. She said, “I’ve already ordered for both of us.”

      “Bold.”

      Elnyier shrugged. “That’s what happens when you’re late.”

      Dieneth chuckled. “Technically, I walked in the door exactly on time.”

      “Which means you were late.”

      He lifted the spoon and tasted the soup, an interesting seafood chowder in a tangy, spicy broth. “Oh, so you’re one of those people, huh?”

      “Of course. Early is on time.” She waved her hand, and the world around them quieted. “So, we have a little privacy. How are your plans coming along?”

      “Same as ever, seeking the tipping point that puts the humans in their proper place.”

      “I’ll be using my position on the Council to do a lot of the same work you’ve been doing. The others don’t have the stomach for a fight. That became clear during the whole Sloane incident when they essentially rolled over and hid in their shells.

      “That gives me an opportunity. As things get more stressful on the surface, and the chaos builds, they’ll be more likely to listen to offers for a buyout, or, worst case, to leave their businesses with younger, more resilient family members.”

      A frown turned down the corners of his lips, which he’d polished with some sort of strange sandy lotion he didn’t fully understand in preparation for the date. I should never have walked into Sephora alone. They can sense fear. “I see where the former helps you. How does shifting ownership work to your benefit?”

      Elnyier grinned. “Younger people are much easier to manipulate. You, for instance. A little shake, a little shimmy, and I have you eating out of my hand.”

      Dieneth laughed. “Well, I wouldn’t put it quite that far. You’re not that much older than me. But I can see where your statement is true, generally speaking.” He paused as the waiter exchanged empty soup bowls for filled salad bowls, chopped vegetables with shrimp and salmon. “However, I doubt you’re immune to my appeal.”

      She laughed. “Far from. You are an excellent partner, both in and out of the bedroom. Plus, you’re pretty, which makes me look better out in public.”

      He shook his head but couldn’t smother his smile. “You never turn off, do you?”

      “Never. In fact, I’m not sure if you noticed, but the dwarf in the corner is one of Underground’s owners’ children.

      He managed not to glance over. “Always on stage, I get it. I’m glad my people and I have been able to be of service toward your goals. Fortunately, after our initial statement, we haven’t had to injure anyone seriously or kill to get our point across.”

      Elnyier nodded, set down her fork, and stared into his eyes. “It’s time for that to change.”

      He’d expected such a thing would come from her, eventually. Whatever else he might be, he also was the leader of a group of muscle, and people usually employed muscle for a very limited array of purposes. “Do you have suggested targets?”

      “I do. Would you like to guess?”

      Dieneth laughed. “Okay, I’ll take a shot. Um, you want us to go after the humans who have set up their little residential community outside the city limits.”

      She shook her head. “Boring. They’re only low-cost labor at this point. Certainly, if they should become a threat, they’ll be easy to deal with. No, I was thinking of bigger prey. Specifically, the Paranormal Defense Agency.”

      He considered the fact that he didn’t choke on his food to be a major accomplishment. He set down his fork and chewed, then swallowed carefully. The waiter reappeared to whisk away their salads and replace them with a pasta dish, again heavy on the spice and the seafood. Well, I guess that makes sense in an Atlantean casino. They probably just ask the fish to jump into the nets, and they comply willingly. Finally, he replied, “That’s rather bold, as well.”

      Elnyier nodded. “This is not the time or the place for half measures. My thought is that the Agents might overreact in very useful ways. The more they lock things down, the more upset the Council gets.”

      “And the more upset the Council gets, the more likely they’ll turn to a strong leader and do as she suggests.” His stunning partner inclined her head in affirmation. “Damn, woman, I like the way you think.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner and dessert, he’d expected they’d go back to her place or his place to finish the evening in a more active fashion. Instead, she took him into Darkest Night casino. It was entirely familiar, unchanged from when he had worked there before.

      The sky resembled a field of stars, and the gaming tables were all in black, deep scarlets, and dark blues. Embedded against the ebon expanse above, barely visible enough to be sensed rather than seen, rested a variety of images to inspire fear: demons’ faces, spiders, and many, many other creatures often found in nightmares. They distracted even the most hardened and unimaginative person, which generally caused them to play worse and increased the casino’s profits.

      Elnyier led him to the upstairs offices, then took him to an elevator in the back of the hallway that connected the owners’ suites. It opened at the touch of her fingers on a pad outside, revealing a narrow car with only enough room for four. They stepped in, shoulders touching, and she placed her hand on a matching screen on the inside.

      The door swished closed, and the elevator started to descend. He quipped, “Make-out session in an elevator, huh? Well, I won’t resist. It’s a little weird, given the quality of your lodgings, but it’s my sole desire to make you happy.”

      She let out a soft snort. “If that was my goal, I’d have you on one of my sisters’ desks, just for the amusement it would give me later. No, we are about bigger things tonight.”

      The doors opened to reveal a small chamber, about ten feet by ten. Guarding a door on the opposite side were a pair of Drow in traditional battle gear, light armor with reinforced portions to cover essential spots. He followed Elnyier forward and only then noticed two more Drow stood in the corners on the same side as the elevator, with pistol crossbows aimed at him. He had zero doubt that they held poisoned bolts and not to render a target unconscious.

      His companion strode to the left wall, where another hand plate waited. Her touch caused a small panel to pop free, and she retrieved a silver bracelet, about as wide as his thumb was long, etched with black sigils. She pulled it apart at the hinge as she approached him. “It’s time for us to formalize this arrangement.”

      He nodded solemnly. “You’re asking me to marry you? Of course, I accept. I’ll need a stake in the casino and my own office. Is hitting on your sisters on the table?”

      Soft laughter accompanied her head shake. “You are hilarious. Truly.” She turned serious. “Swear now that you will be trustworthy and dependable. That you will never hear a word against me that goes unchallenged. That you will defend me with your life. That you will kill yourself, rather than turn traitor.”

      He nodded, recognizing the importance of her words and the significance of the bracelet she held. “I so promise. I shall remain faithful to the end of my life, or until the shared decision to free me from my vow.” He pulled back his sleeve enough that she could slide the cuff over his wrist. When the two ends touched, the bracelet writhed momentarily and resolved into a solid band of metal, completely unremovable. It felt disconcertingly like the thing had chewed on him a little as it closed.

      She smiled, a genuine one he’d seen only a few times before. “This object lets me know where you are. It can also,” she paused as if searching for the right word, “dissuade you from acting against me, should that become necessary.”

      He nodded. “I’ve heard of such things and accept it willingly.” He lifted an eyebrow. “You will properly reward my agreement in this matter, I presume.”

      With a laugh, she stepped forward and kissed him hard, pulling his face into hers. “Have no worries. Spoils galore await us both.” The guards opened the door, and she led him through.

      A portal rippled in the chamber. Elnyier explained, “This is permanent, self-sustaining by magic from the opposite side. It connects this place with my family’s true home on Oriceran. My ancestors came through here and somehow rigged it to never close. Come on in, let me show you around.”
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      Ruby scraped her knuckles along a sharp edge on the tiny drone that was part of her field gear. She dropped the screwdriver and muttered curses under her breath, then sucked on the knuckle, tasting the metallic tang of blood. People are shooting at me all the time, but when it comes right down to it, I’ll probably die of tetanus or something from an experiment gone wrong. She shook her head and tried setting the panel properly in place again.

      Magic happened nearby, hitting her senses like a gentle caress. It could only be one of her allies arriving. She rose, stretched, and ambled out into the main room. Idryll lay on the large chaise lounge they’d gotten for her, curled up like a cat despite being in her humanoid form. Ruby shook her head. “You are such a slacker.”

      The tiger-woman opened her eyes and gazed disdainfully at her. “I’m conserving my energy for when it’s needed next.”

      “Ah. They say domesticated cats sleep twenty hours a day. Looks to me like you’re trying to break the record.”

      “Jealous.”

      She sighed. “Guilty as charged. I could use a nap.”

      A sound from the side heralded the door to the receiving room opening. Her mentor, Phineas Margrave the Fourth emerged with a duffel bag in one hand and a small butcher paper-wrapped packet in the other. He grinned. “I see the kitty is resting again.”

      Ruby laughed, and Idryll replied, “You’re jealous too.”

      He nodded, and his impressive brown handlebar mustache bounced. “I’ll admit to that. Sleep is something I can never get enough of. Here, I brought you a present.” He threw the smaller of the two objects to her.

      Her companion straightened in time to catch it and immediately ripped it open. Inside was smoked salmon, one of her current favorite foods. The shapeshifter grinned. “Thank you. I consider the fact that Ruby didn’t introduce me to this for so long to be an act of pure evil.”

      Margrave nodded, looking serious. “As do I. It’s a wonder that you can even continue to be friends with her.”

      Around a bite of salmon, Idryll replied, “I’m just the bigger person, I guess.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “How about we get some work done for a change?” She headed into the workshop, and Margrave followed, laughing.

      Once they were inside, she took her seat. He put his bag on the table, unzipped it, and proceeded to take out a box of tools, various components, and several smaller bags. He tossed the duffel to the side and sat. “So, what are we working on today?”

      “First, let me show you my most recent success.” Ruby rose again and walked over to a cabinet, opened it, and withdrew a large drone. “Hold this up.” She handed it over. Margrave complied, and she used the controller to start the engine and to activate the bottom door. With a tinkling of metal, a couple of dozen caltrops fell out, cleanly separating as they dropped.

      “Excellent. How’d you solve the clumping problem?”

      “Put in a tube to redirect some of the airflow from the propeller through the storage compartment. It pushes them apart nicely.” She took it back from him.

      “Innovative. That might work for your other vision for it, too.”

      Ruby nodded as she stored it in the cabinet and kicked the caltrops off to the side. I’ll make Idryll clean them up later. That can be her work for the day. Give her something to complain about for a week or so. “Yeah, I think ejecting them out the back with the stream of air should prove effective. It would require a pretty major redesign since the duct would have to go right down the middle rather than only through one side of the thing. But it has promise.”

      She sat again. “Okay, what I need from you is some help with locator tags and signal jammers. Plus, I’ve almost figured out the payload compartment for the tiny drone,” she gestured at the small device on the table that had bloodied her finger, “but haven’t quite gotten it working. I have the hardware in, but I can’t figure out the weight.”

      He nodded. “Sounds like something I can help with. For the locator tags, I presume you want to use them on people, drones, cars, whatever?”

      “Yeah. And they have to be small enough that people won’t notice them.”

      “Magnetic?”

      Ruby shrugged. “Some, sure. But we’ll want versions with an adhesive, as well. In case we need to plant them on someone’s clothes or on one of the plastic drones the damn PDA is using.”

      Margrave’s expression turned serious. “I heard about your adventure with the Agency’s drones. What did you do to tick them off?”

      “My existence is enough, it appears. Although I don’t think they like Morrigan or Idryll, either, so it’s more of an anti-magical-vigilante sort of dislike than something personal.”

      From the other room, Idryll yelled, “I wouldn’t be too sure about that. You’re the only one who was in his bedroom.”

      Margrave lifted an eyebrow, and Ruby rolled her eyes. “On his windowsill, technically speaking. I guess one of my legs was indeed in the bedroom. I thought he might want to have an actual conversation. Turned out, not so much.”

      He shrugged. “Not a shock, I guess. Okay, the locator tags should be easy. I have the tech and some generic mounts in the toolbox, both adhesive and magnetic. A disc, you’re thinking?”

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah, maximum surface for the size.”

      He pulled out his notebook and jotted a few things down. “I can prototype that today, not a problem. On to the next thing. What sort of signals are you trying to jam?”

      She frowned. They were entering an area of technology she wasn’t strong on. The basics of how electronic communication worked were part of her degree, but she’d always relied on existing technologies rather than innovating her own. “I guess I don’t really know the answer to that. Basically, I want to be able to use my equipment and interfere with others using theirs. That includes everything, drones, cell phones, encrypted comms, whatever.”

      “That’ll be a little tougher. Probably the best plan is to get an off-the-shelf unit and refine it to a size you can carry. If we change the software to ignore the exact frequencies you use for your drones and comms, we’ll at least be part of the way there. I’d have to do some research to target other frequencies specifically, though. Blanketing them all is a waste of power if we can figure out which ones are most likely to be used.”

      She nodded. “We can’t disregard the possibility that they’ll use an unexpected one. Maybe two modes?”

      “Sure. It’s just adding a switch, basically. Probably,” Margrave corrected with a head shake. “This feels like one of those projects where you think you have it under control and it all goes sideways.”

      Idryll shouted, “That’s the story of Ruby’s life.”

      Ruby called back, “Hey, it’s been a while since you took a nap. Almost ten whole minutes. Maybe you should get to it.” She exchanged smiles with Margrave.

      He said, “Let’s get to work.” They both picked up equipment and started applying tools to it. As they worked, they talked about small things, catching up on recent events. When she finished telling him the full story of the battle with the PDA, his expression was uncommonly concerned. “They really do have a bee in their bonnet about you.”

      She scowled. “They suck.”

      He laughed. “Apparently, that bee stings in both directions.”

      “That would make it a wasp, I suppose. But yeah, they’re a major problem, even more than most people think.”

      “Why is that? Other than the surveillance state they’re trying to bring into being in Ely.”

      “We’ve got this rogue Drow whipping up the people in town, claiming that humans are repressing magicals. And here comes the PDA, acting in a way that exactly illustrates what he’s saying. They’re custom-made for each other. I can’t imagine Andrews is in bed with that chaotic bastard, but on the surface, it sure looks as if both are rowing in the same direction.”

      “Not a pretty picture. Who are you going to deal with first?”

      Ruby sighed. “That’s the problem. Right now, we’re very much reacting because we don’t have the information or the clarity to choose a direction. So, I guess whichever one pops their head up next. The good news is that Demetrius has narrowed down the locations of the PDA bases in town. Maybe, if we’re lucky, he can manage the same thing for the Drow and his group. I’m sure they’re in a warehouse somewhere, but there are a lot of those about.”

      Margrave set down his tools and grabbed a bag that had been sitting next to him. “Then I guess you’ll want these.” He reached inside and handed over a bunch of patches with capsules mounted on them.

      She recognized them immediately. “Daphne’s work?”

      He nodded. “With an assist from yours truly, of course. The healing potions are no different than normal, but the energy ones are the kickier versions she created. She’s damn good at what she does. I took one the other day and forgot to sleep. Was up for forty-eight hours straight. Got a ton of work done, though.”

      She laughed. “Perfect.” There were enough for her, Morrigan, and even Idryll, although how they’d stick one to her fur was an open question. Maybe we can shave patches for them. Somehow I don’t think she’d be in favor of that. The image made her laugh, and she shook her head. “This is fantastic, thank you.”

      His hand disappeared into the bag again. “And, before you ask, I’m almost there on your dart reloads. I made the case, then I thought about it and realized that if I can spring-load them, they’ll be easier to remove. So, I’ll need a few more days.”

      She nodded. “Appreciate it.”

      He grinned. “Finally, take this.” He withdrew a small featureless black box from his bag and slid across the table. “I managed to shrink down the locator tracker even more. Right now, it’ll find all the people you’ve put implants in and interface with the tech in your mask. Once I get these other locators made, we can tweak the software to detect those, too.”

      Ruby grinned. “It’s like Christmas up in here. You know what I’m going to ask for next, right?”

      He sighed. “I imagine it’ll be about the most difficult thing you can think of, so, a deployment system for the locators? To put them in drones, or a gun, or something equally challenging?”

      She laughed. “You know me too well. Got it in one. You’re brilliant, so that should take you what, a day and a half, maybe?” Her laughter continued as he stuck out his tongue at her with a look of exasperation.

      “You know, I do have things to do for paying clients.”

      “Yeah, but this is way more fun.”

      Margrave rolled his eyes. “Your idea of fun is a little crazy, Ruby.”

      From the other room, Idryll shouted, “That pretty much describes Ruby’s life. She’s crazy. What happens around her is crazy. It’s all just a big ball of insanity.”

      Ruby called, “Especially those I choose to hang out with.”

      He put his palm on his chest. “Present company excluded, of course.”

      She shook her head. “Not a bit, old man. Where do you think I get my abundant level of lunacy from?”
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      Grinding Axes was as busy as she’d ever seen it. Magicals of every shape and size filled the bar, and she nodded toward a couple in the corner. “Even Kilomea tonight.”

      Demetrius, looking dapper in black jeans and an untucked blue dress shirt, replied, “Oh, I met those two a while back. They’re vacationing here from Oriceran, seeing what Magic City is all about.”

      “And they found the Axes? We’re a little off the beaten tourist path.”

      He laughed. “There are tourists, and there are tourists. They aren’t the casino-going kind. They’re the learning about Earth kind. And I can’t think of a better place to see magicals coexisting happily than here.”

      From behind the bar, Domick yelled, “Hey, strangers. Get over here.” They obeyed and exchanged quick hugs with each of the dwarven bartenders before they returned to serving their customers.

      Demetrius said, “I’ll grab us drinks. You find the others.” Ruby nodded. It wasn’t that big a place, and she knew where to look. One of her roommates had thrown down a challenge at darts, and honor demanded a bout. Sure enough, Shiannor the elf, Daphne the witch, and Liam the dwarf were already near the dartboard, chatting and drinking while making practice throws.

      They exchanged more hugs as Ruby arrived, and Shiannor commented, “You know, you’d think we’d encounter each other more often, given that we live in the same place.”

      Ruby shrugged. “It’s a real busy life I lead. But fortunately, it’s also completely unrewarding.” The others laughed, and she slapped Shia on the arm. “Quit whining. You’re the least social of any of us. I’m surprised to see you out.”

      Liam said, “He has his eye on someone who hangs out here. She hasn’t arrived yet, though.”

      Daphne joined her in making the appropriate “Wooo” sounds, and the elf’s skin colored a little. She asked sweetly, “Do you think it’s warm in here, Shia?”

      He scowled, muttered, “It’s my turn to throw,” and stepped away.

      Ruby laughed and whispered, “Coward,” knowing his sensitive ears would pick it up.

      Daphne said, “I’m so glad you could come out.”

      Liam replied quickly, “Oh, it’s no problem. I wouldn’t miss the chance to hang with you.”

      The witch smacked him on the chest with the back of her hand. “Shut up, you. I’m talking to Ruby, and you know it.”

      He grinned. “Daphne’s very abusive, now that she’s a fancy business owner.”

      The other woman beamed. “Speaking of which, here, I have something for each of you.” She reached into the overly large purse on the table beside her and pulled out a bunch of pins. Each displayed a stylized bright blue flask with a lightning bolt shooting through it. The background of the pin was an angled “D.”

      Ruby snorted. “Subtle.”

      Daphne offered her a theatrical scowl. “This, coming from someone whose family owns a casino, which is the very opposite of subtlety in every way. Besides, your people helped me create it.”

      Ruby laughed. “Exactly. Like I said.”

      Liam shrugged. “I don’t know much about branding, but it looks good to me.” He pinned it onto the black vest he wore over a white shirt. “Am I beautiful?”

      Daphne giggled. “You’re always beautiful.” Ruby rolled her eyes. The two had always flirted, but of late, Daphne’s soaring confidence had also led to increased intensity in her wordplay with the dwarf. I wish they’d get a room. Wait, I guess I wish they’d get a hotel room, so I wouldn’t have to hear them.

      Demetrius arrived. “Did I hear something about beautiful? You’re talking about me while I’m not here. That’s totally rude.”

      Ruby resisted the urge to give him a good shoulder-check since he was holding their drinks. She took a pint of beer from his hand and tasted it. “Good. From the abbey?”

      He nodded. “Special keg. Brand new. Doesn’t even have a name.”

      She sipped again and detected cinnamon, as well as some other thing she could recognize. As always, it was delicious. She shook her head. “Abbott Thomas is wasted as a religious person. He should be a full-time brewmaster.”

      Daphne said, “Maybe Spirits should become the craft beer source for Magic City. Open a restaurant carrying only the abby’s brews.”

      Ruby blinked in surprise at the fact that such a brilliant concept had never occurred to her. “I’m definitely going to talk to my father about that. Genius-level idea. Your brain is firing on all cylinders, isn’t it?”

      Demetrius shook his head. “Daphne, you shouldn’t show off like that in front of Ruby. You’ll make her feel bad about her own, shall we say, less impressive brainpower.” This time she did slam her shoulder into his, causing his beer to slosh onto his hand. He held it out. “It would be a shame to let even a single drop go to waste, wouldn’t it? Want to lick it off?”

      She smiled sweetly. “Want to be coiled up on the floor in immense pain while I finish the rest of your drink for you?”

      He pulled his hand away as if he’d touched a live electrical wire. “I’ll take that as a no. An emphatic one.”

      Laughter rewarded his words. As Shiannor rejoined them, Liam said, “Okay, let’s take a minute for the reason we’re here. To Daphne, may your success continue until you rule the world.”

      Everyone laughed, tapped their glasses together, and drank. They made a couple more playful toasts. Then the darts game began in earnest. The first round was Shiannor versus Demetrius. Ruby was the odd person out as Liam and Daphne talked with their heads close together, brows almost touching, clearly continuing their intense flirting.

      Ruby finished her drink and headed to the bar for a refill. Jastrum, Domick’s twin brother, came over. “The same?”

      She nodded. “So, do you know Abbott Thomas?”

      He laughed as he pulled the handle on the keg. “Every decent bar in Magic City makes a point of knowing Abbott Thomas. I swear he’s figured out how to use magic for brewing.”

      She frowned. “He’s human.”

      The dwarf delivered her drink and lifted an eyebrow. “Is he? Or is he a wizard in disguise?” He said the last as if sharing a secret, and she laughed.

      “Conspiracy theories. I’m down. What else do you know? What other things do you think are going on?”

      He spun out some well-rehearsed tales of Area Fifty-One UFO sightings, and she chuckled and nodded at the appropriate places while her body relaxed and her eyes idly scanned the crowd. She stiffened when she saw a familiar face in the corner, sitting alone with an empty glass in front of him. She tilted her head in his direction. “Does he come in here often?”

      The bartender replied, “Yep, regular customer. Always alone, though. Has good taste in beer.”

      The decision was impulsive, but she didn’t second-guess it. “Pull me another one, will you?” She took both glasses over to the table, set one in front of him, and sat on the opposite side. “Evening, Councilman.”

      Grentham snorted at her with a scowl. “That title might’ve meant something once. Not so much these days. What is this?” He gestured at the drink.

      She shrugged. “Whatever you want it to be. Gift from a stranger, attempt to lower your guard so you’ll spill all your secrets, peace offering, or maybe just one of those gift horses you shouldn’t look in the mouth.”

      He snorted again but took the drink and sipped it. “So, what does Ruby Achera, the allegedly human daughter of a prissy Mist Elf family, want with me? There are rumors out there, you know, that you’re really half-human and not necessarily living with your birth parents.”

      She laughed. “First, maybe don’t try to provoke me by insulting my family. I’ve heard it all before, and frankly, the jokes we make about ourselves are far more vicious.

      “Second, I’m not sure. I’ve seen you around. I know you own a security company in town, and I know that someone attacked Invention while your people were guarding it. Seems like something all the casino owners should be concerned about. Do you have any details about it that I don’t?”

      He shook his head and mumbled, “Nope. Seems random. No idea why whoever it was chose to hit that casino in particular.”

      He was a terrible liar, but she didn’t try to call him on it. Instead, she asked, “What’s your beef with the Council? And to be fully honest, I’m not a big fan anymore, either. I thought Maldren had a pretty good handle on it. Elnyier, well, I don’t think that’s an increase in stability, let’s just say.”

      He laughed and leaned back. “She’s a total wench, but she’s awful good at what she does.”

      “Which is?”

      “Making deals. Wielding influence. Knowing when to use sugar and when to use a stiletto.”

      “So it’s safe to say you didn’t vote for her?”

      He shrugged. “I wasn’t confident in Maldren, either. She’s right that he saw us through the time of building up Magic City, but she’s also correct that he’s not the person for the job at this moment. Of course, she waited until she had all the dominos perfectly aligned before she made her move, so there was no way to block her.”

      Ruby nodded and took a long draw on her drink. “My father said the same thing, that she doubtless had the votes already in hand.”

      Grentham grunted. “I would’ve voted for your father. We don’t agree on everything, but he’s got some ethics about him the others lack.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Are you the conscience of the Council, then?”

      He laughed, and for the first time in their conversation, it sounded real. “Oh, hell no. Rules are made to be broken, more or less. As long as I’m not hurting anyone who’s not in the game, not too many things are off-limits. But I’m not sure Elnyier shares even that basic level of concern with right and wrong.”

      She nodded. “Nor does the PDA, right?”

      He scowled, the fiercest look she’d seen from him. “Those bastards are so far past the line they can’t even see it anymore.” He blew out a breath. “We should probably stop this conversation now. I’m starting to get angry. I come here to relax.”

      She raised her hands and stood with a smile. “You were very subtle, but I can take a hint. It was good talking to you, Grentham. You and your people stay safe. I have a feeling the thing at Invention wasn’t random and likely wasn’t a one-off.”

      He nodded. “Could be you’re right. Farewell, Ruby Achera.”

      She returned to find that Demetrius had won, and it was her against Liam for the next round. Her boyfriend asked, “Who was that?”

      “Someone I ran across once or twice at Council meetings.”

      “Interesting person?”

      Ruby nodded. “Before today, I probably would’ve said no. But yeah, I think there’s more there than meets the eye.”
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      Jared entered the secure room at Aces Security headquarters with a cup of coffee in each hand and managed to hand over his partner’s without scalding himself. In a life where everything seemed to be going wrong, he counted that as a success.

      Dropping into his seat with a sigh, he removed the cap from his drink to let it cool and sipped, burning his mouth. Okay, so not a total success. He shook his head. “You know, I never thought I’d say this, but things were better when Gabriel Sloane was alive.”

      His partner snorted. The dwarf, as always, was dressed all in black. His beard was a little wilder than usual, as was the rest of his hair. “I’m with you there, buddy. And I would have bet the house against those words ever sounding in this building.”

      “Too true. So, where do we start?”

      Grentham gave a single, almost-hopeless laugh. “Invention. What the hell was that nonsense?”

      “At least they didn’t fire us afterward. Small blessings.”

      “We agree that Worldspan was behind the whole thing, right?”

      Jared nodded. “Absolutely. We punched them in the mouth, and they came back with a team to get revenge. Classic schoolyard rules.”

      Grentham gestured, displaying his agitation. “This situation with them, we can’t let it continue. The problem is, I don’t see how we can take the company out. They’re too big. So, unless we make the Magic City gig completely unattractive for them, they’re going to keep coming back at us.”

      Jared frowned and crossed his arms, then let them fall when he realized he’d shifted unintentionally into defensive mode. “You’re correct. As much as I hate to admit it, we can’t go toe-to-toe, not right now. We’ll need to hire more people, buy replacement tech, and switch up all our stuff, in case they got anything off one of our folks that would allow them to penetrate our systems.”

      Grentham replied, “We have initial payments from the new clients. We can use that cash to replace some of the stuff.”

      His partner looked concerned, and Jared knew him well enough to know he wasn’t saying everything he was thinking. “Speak.”

      The dwarf scowled. “Bloody mind reader, you. I hate to say it, but I think we have to go to the lady Sloane and ask for support.”

      “Money?”

      “Yeah, that. Plus, maybe to use her contacts to get some harder people than we’ve been hiring. If we have to face off against Worldspan, we need some ringers on our team. I have a couple, but not enough. I’m sure she knows some heavy hitters. She might even loan us some.”

      “You realize that would put us even deeper into her debt.”

      A dark laugh escaped his partner. “Man, we’re so far in her pocket that we’re down her pant leg to the knee.”

      His delivery made Jared chuckle, despite the pain of his words. “Yeah.” He sighed. “How did we get here?”

      Grentham gave an expressive shrug. “I have no idea where things went wrong. I’d blame the costumed jerks running around town, but aside from the thing on the Strip, they haven’t directly opposed us.”

      “Does the change on the Council do us any good?”

      “Hell no. Elnyier’s the one who recruited Worldspan in the first place. That’s another reason I think we may need more weight on our side.”

      Jared nodded and rose, almost sloshing the coffee over the edge to burn his hand, but not quite. Still in the win column. “I agree. I’ll head upstairs and make the call.”
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        * * *

      

      The portal closed behind them, and Jared turned a full circle, wary of some kind of trap. There was nothing to see, though, only a bunch of pipes and pumps, all part of the oil plant Smith liked to use for their meetings. The man in question wandered out from the shelter of one of the pumps, a hand inside his coat. Jared and Grentham both lifted their hands to show they were weaponless, and Smith motioned for them to raise their arms. With a sigh, Jared complied. Grentham followed, but he could almost hear his partner mentally weighing the odds of not doing so.

      Smith patted them down, then stepped back with a nod. Sloane’s other lackey, Thompson, emerged from behind another piece of equipment where she’d been covering them. She tucked her gun back into its holster. They both wore dark suits, gray mock turtlenecks, and serious expressions. Smith said, “What’s this about?”

      Jared had only asked for a meet, not wanting to tip their hand before negotiations began. He hadn’t expected Sloane to join them and hadn’t wanted to seem overly arrogant by requesting a meeting directly with her. Gotta play this one carefully if we’re going to come out the other end with what we need. He said, “We’d like to discuss the situation with Worldspan in Magic City.”

      Thompson’s feminine laugh echoed through the place. “Oh, you mean the colossal screwup where Worldspan came in and kicked your asses at Invention?”

      Grentham growled, “So you agree it was them. You seem pretty confident about it. No question in your mind?”

      Smith shook his head. “None. Seems obvious what they were up to.”

      Jared felt anger billowing out from his partner and quickly inserted, “Well, whoever it was, whyever they did it, it doesn’t change what comes next.”

      Thompson shifted her attention to him from where she’d been smirking at Grentham. “What’s that, then?”

      Jared shrugged. “Resources so we can hit them back.”

      Smith said, “Surely you’re not asking for money.”

      Grentham replied, with admirable restraint, “Surely not. Rather, people, tech, and maybe some contacts.”

      Sloane’s long-term lackey wore a weird half-smile. “Oh, is that all?”

      Jared laughed, making it seem as real as he could, despite the growing sickness in his stomach. “Well, you know, we’ll take whatever’s on offer on top of that. Maybe you two would like to join us.”

      The others exchanged glances, then Thompson said, “Yeah, we figured this would probably be your angle, so we asked the boss what she thought about it beforehand.” She stopped talking.

      Gritting his teeth against the pettiness of making him ask, Jared replied, “And?”

      Smith shrugged. “I’m sorry to say that you’re on your own. You failed too many times. When you prove yourself, if you prove yourself, we can have this conversation again.”

      Grentham growled, “I very much doubt you’re sorry.”

      Thompson put a hand over her mouth, pretending to be shocked. “You said the quiet part out loud. You’re not supposed to do that.” She dropped her hand and waved, taking a step back toward the exit, her other hand again on the butt of her gun. “Ta, ta, fellas. Good luck.”

      The last word they heard from the pair was Smith calling, “You’re going to need it.”
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        * * *

      

      When they’d returned to Aces, Grentham had headed into his office and done some yelling, and to judge by the sound of it, broken a couple of things. In a way, Jared admired his partner’s ability to express his emotions viscerally. His were seething inside, boiling in his stomach, making him nauseous. But he had no way to get them out. Yelling wasn’t his thing. Casual violence wasn’t either. He needed to find a distraction. Some drinks, a beautiful woman, maybe. Something to take the edge off.

      Grentham opened the door to his office carefully as if he didn’t want to slam it by accident. The dwarf said, “So, time to close up shop and get out of town?”

      Jared leaned back in his chair and put his feet up on his desk, shaking his head. “No way. I like it here. You have all sorts of community connections. I’ve been thinking it through, and if they want to play, we’ll show them how to play Ely-style.”

      Laughter burst out of Grentham. “Did someone replace my partner with a movie gangster?”

      Jared joined the mirth. “Maybe. Just maybe. But seriously, I’m not ready to give up. We should both make sure we’ve prepared our exit plans, but it’s not time to run. From here on out, we should consider ourselves at war with Worldspan.”

      Grentham snarled, “And bloody Julianna Sloane. I’ll show her we can succeed at something. We can succeed at messing up her plans in Magic City.”

      “I’ll be completely satisfied if we can get back to where we were before all this nonsense began, as long as I get to put a bullet in Smith.”

      His partner grinned. “A fireball will work, too. I’m happy to oblige.”

      Jared nodded serenely. “Either way. So long as it hurts. Smug bastard.” With a sigh, he sat up straight again. “All right. Time to get to work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Morrigan crouched beside Idryll on a rooftop southeast of the Strip. She and the shapeshifter were in full costume, and a magical veil concealed them from prying eyes. And hopefully prying sensors, as well. “I think that’s the one. Agree?”

      The other woman nodded. “Yes. That’s the address Demetrius gave us.”

      The infomancer was on call, working on something for a client but aware that they were in the field. However, she didn’t think they’d need his help. The data gathered from the battle against the PDA drones had provided multiple triangulated locations for control points. One was the PDA headquarters, but the other two they hadn’t known about. They were out to take a look and see what the Paranoid Defense Agency was up to.

      Morrigan said, “You have the locators, right?”

      Idryll sighed. “You’ve asked me that three times now, and the answer is the same as it was the other two. Yes, I have them.” The initial plan had been simply to perform recon on the sites. However, Ruby had mentioned Margrave was working on tracking devices. It had seemed logical to drop by his place and pick up the ones he’d already completed on the off chance they might turn out to be useful.

      What Morrigan definitely didn’t want to do was somehow lose them because then she’d have to listen to Ruby whine about it. I’ve listened to my sister complain enough for two lifetimes. “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Let’s get over there.”

      They jumped across to the roof, landing carefully on the edge. Morrigan's eyepieces rotated through detection modes seeking traps and revealed a substantial power flow to a series of large boxes on the rooftop. She also spotted a camera mounted in the corner, which would’ve been invisible if not for the electricity it used. “Got video surveillance.”

      Idryll replied, “Break it? Jam it?”

      Morrigan shook her head. “I’ve been working on something. Let me give it a try.” She concentrated, staring hard at the scene before her and picturing how it would look to the camera. Then she created an illusion of that sight immediately in front of the lens and put a veil behind the image to block out any contradictory visual. “Okay, let’s go around the long way and come in from the side. I think we’re good.”

      “You think? What if you’re wrong?”

      “Then I guess you get to demonstrate your fantabulous skills at beating down PDA drones, troops, and whatever else they throw at us.”

      “I find this plan entirely acceptable.” Idryll led the way over to the cases. Each was about the size of a very large suitcase, the kind you’d use for international travel, maybe even bigger than that. They were, to put it bluntly, drone-sized, perfect for the heavy combat models the PDA used.

      Morrigan said, “I think we’re in the right place.”

      Idryll pointed at another area of the building’s roof, which had a small open-sided shelter with several smaller drones sitting in it. “Aw, they’re cute.”

      Morrigan laughed. “Go tag them with the locators. I’m going to open up one of these boxes and make sure they are what we think they are.”

      The shapeshifter complied without arguing for a change, and the elf pulled out her knife and shoved it into the narrow seam near the top. She hammered it in with the palm of her hand, then wrenched upward, snapping the latch that held it closed. She muttered, “Not super secure. Seems like they put this on in a hurry.”

      Idryll had reached the smaller drones and was crouched to the side, pulling small discs out of the pouch Margrave had given them. “Probably our fault.”

      “We can hope.” Morrigan lifted the lid and found what she’d expected to see. She closed it again, rose, and noticed the bundle of cables leading into the back of each box. She muttered, “Tag these too when you finish those,” but her mind was already working. Maybe they lead to an antenna or a communication hub? I figured all this would be wireless.

      Her surprise doubled when she discovered the cable ran down over the edge. She coated herself in invisibility and peered over the side. The line entered the building through a window on the third floor.

      She almost jumped out of her skin as Idryll asked from directly beside her, “What is it?”

      “Holy hell, don’t do that. How did you see me?”

      The shapeshifter tapped her eyepiece. “Thermal. Plus, you’re on our map.”

      Morrigan replied, “The cable goes into a window down there. Not sure why it’s hard wired, but again, maybe they were in a hurry, and that was the easiest way to do it. Or it could be a security thing. Demetrius would probably know.”

      Idryll said, “We should take a look.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go down and see.”

      The other woman had already started climbing down the side of the building, using her claws for purchase. Should really have anticipated that. Morrigan covered her in a veil and waited.

      After several moments, Idryll climbed back up and reported, “There’s some sort of big workstation thing in the main room of the apartment, with a person behind it. I couldn’t see anything else other than a kitchen and a hallway.”

      Morrigan scowled. “I guess that puts an end to our adventure here. Let’s go check out the other building.”

      “It would be stupid not to take a closer look. We’re here.”

      “Ruby wouldn’t like that.”

      Idryll grinned. “Well, she’s not here to complain, so she doesn’t get a vote.”

      “Listen, they can’t know we were here, or we lose the element of surprise.”

      “Really? Wow, that never occurred to me.” The tiger-woman rolled her eyes to illustrate her opinion of Morrigan's comment. “Don’t you have something in your bag of tricks that can help us out?” She gestured at the quiver.

      Morrigan mentally ran through the options. “I suppose the knockout gas could work, but they’ll hear the arrow, and when they wake up, know someone was there.”

      “Can you take the gas thingy off it?”

      She retrieved the projectile and examined it. “It’s all one piece, but you could probably use your claws to cut it off.” She handed it over, and Idryll scored and snapped it. Morrigan continued, “Still risky, though. They might hear the capsule, too.”

      “I have a thought on that one. I’ve seen it on TV a ton of times. There’s sure to be an air ventilation system with access up here on the roof, right?” A few minutes later, Idryll had slipped out of her costume and shifted into house cat form, carrying the knockout gas cylinder in her teeth. The plan was for her to climb down to the apartment vent and discharge it.

      She’d assured Morrigan that she could hold her breath long enough to make sure it got into all the rooms. Morrigan's last comment before she’d departed had been, “If you fall asleep down there, don’t expect a rescue.” Idryll had only grinned and jumped down. After several minutes, her voice carried up the metal shaft. “You can come down.”

      Morrigan used the grapnel on her belt to slide down, then contacted Demetrius. “Hey, D, I need to get in a window. Will you check for security systems?”

      His voice came back almost immediately. “Sure, hang on.” After a minute’s silence, he said, “Seems like there isn’t one. At least, I can’t find any wireless telltales. Look for low-tech stuff, magnet connections, that sort of thing.”

      Morrigan did all the searching she could from her position but didn’t see anything. Finally, she used her force magic to unlock the window, slid it open, and stepped through. She dropped cautiously to the floor and crept around the side of the workstation to find the tech leaning back in his chair, arms hanging at his sides and mouth agape, snoring softly. Idryll joined her a couple of moments later, back in costume.

      She examined the workstation setup and noticed control spots for the drones, plus several monitors and some communication gear. She keyed her comm again. “D, I have an equipment console of some kind here. Think you can do anything with it?”

      “Find a place to hide a signal enhancer there, and maybe put another on the roof in case it needs additional power. Then, give me a day, and I’ll own them.”

      “Good deal.”

      Idryll gave her a haughty look. “See, I told you we should take a look inside.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’re brilliant. Clearly, Ruby and I are holding you back.”

      “It’s true. I really should have been chosen as Mirra, with Ruby as my companion.”

      Morrigan laughed, “It’s anti-tiger, is what it is.”

      The shapeshifter nodded. “So true. Which is unfortunate because tigers are great.”

      “Remind me to introduce you to Calvin and Hobbes when we get back. You’re going to love them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby walked down the street of her home kemana, seeing it with fresh eyes. Her experience attending the Council meetings had provided a new layer of understanding about the currents that flowed unseen in her community. As above, the place was full of shops, restaurants, everything the residents could need.

      As far as she knew, the amount of interaction between the surface world and the kemana was unique on Earth, mainly because of the casinos. Although heaven knows, it’s not as if I’m an expert. She felt like she should know more—as if she should know everything if she was going to be the leader of the Mist Elves or whatever the Mirra did. But that’s not important right now.

      She reached the door to Shentia's shop and pulled it open, stepping inside to find the Drow absent from her normal position. Voices came from the back of the building, both familiar and one male, suggesting the woman was with a client. Ruby adjusted the duffel bag over her shoulder, which was surprisingly heavy when carried in that particular configuration. Give me a good back sheath any day.

      Her gaze wandered over the shelves as she wondered at the purpose of the various items, trying to think of a reason she might need them. When she spotted a necklace that was entirely too beautiful for her ever to wear, and her inner voice shouted that she had to have it, she gave a soft snort at her ridiculousness. Okay, apparently, I have a weakness for magic items. Being a technomancer, that’s probably not too far beyond the pale.

      Further rumination was interrupted by the arrival of Shentia and Challen, the gnome healer, from the back. Ruby hugged the smaller person and exchanged pleasantries. He offered his farewells and bustled out, carrying a backpack that looked about to burst.

      The Drow explained, “At first, he handled shipments of his supplies. But eventually, he decided he’d rather spend that time enjoying himself and outsourced it to me. He gets what he needs without effort. I get free medical care for myself and a few select others. It’s a good arrangement for everyone involved.”

      Ruby nodded. “Seems like it to me.”

      Shentia, who wore a long button-down black coat with a shining medallion at her neck, nodded and crossed her arms. “So, what can I do for you today?”

      Ruby could feel the other woman calculating what favors she might extract in exchange for helping Ruby out. “I’m interested in acquiring an artifact sword.”

      That seemed to surprise her, based on her expression. “Really? I thought you had one already.”

      Ruby nodded. “I do, but I’m working toward proficiency in dual-wielding swords, and it seems like it would be good to have a pair.” She shrugged the pack off her shoulder and laid it on the counter between them. “Here, let me show you.”

      Shentia had seemed about to speak but remained silent as Ruby reached into the bag with one hand and grabbed the sheath through the fabric with the other. She drew the blade, baring the steel, and held it out for the other woman to take.

      With no transition at all, she was no longer in the shop. Instead, she was on the mountaintop where she’d first met Tyrsh, surrounded by stone, snow, and biting wind. The chairs she usually imagined weren’t present, and she had the immediate sense she’d made a misstep. From behind her, the harsh tones of her sword’s male inhabitant confirmed it. “Have we done something to offend you?”

      Ruby turned to find the two entities standing shoulder to shoulder, each dressed in the most formal and reserved clothes she’d ever seen them in. He wore all grey and Shalia forest green. Both outfits covered them from the soles of their feet to their throats, and elegant button-down outer jackets that reached to their calves finished their ensembles. The pair had never looked so much alike—or so severe. She stammered, “What? No, of course not.”

      Shalia’s expression turned questioning. “Then why replace us?”

      Ruby shook her head. “There’s a misunderstanding here. I don’t want to replace you. I’m simply thinking of adding a second blade.”

      Tyrsh sounded incredulous. “You intend to wield two sentient swords at once?”

      “Yes, that was my thought.”

      From behind her came the mocking laughter of the Atlantean who represented the artifact in her arm. “Discord in the home?”

      Ruby scowled and replied without turning. “Do you really need to show up every time we three get together?”

      His mirth continued unabated. “Of course I do. You have yet to allow me to train you, and you rarely, if ever, use me, so this is the only entertainment available. And it is, indeed, highly entertaining.”

      Ruby sighed and met Shalia’s eyes. “I sense that I’m missing something important.”

      The other woman nodded. “Sometimes we fail to remember how untutored in history you are, wielder.”

      “I’ll try not to take that as an insult.”

      Tyrsh laughed darkly. “Perhaps you should be insulted if it inspires you to learn more about the powers you attempt to control. But to eliminate the mystery, while you could possibly use two artifact swords at once, it would be a very poor choice on your part.”

      His companion echoed, “Very.”

      Ruby wasn’t sure if they based their position on magic or whether these particular entities were against it. “Why?”

      The Atlantean laughed louder as he moved into her peripheral vision. She turned a little to see him clearly as he replied, “Sentient magics are inherently possessive and jealous. How have you not figured that out yet, between them and me?” He held out his hands to resemble a set of scales. “To attempt to balance the needs of multiple personalities is difficult, as you’ve seen. To carry another artifact sword would be a heinous insult to these two. And, to be fair, probably to any inhabitant of an artifact weapon.”

      The others nodded as he continued, “It’s not that they’re especially possessive. In fact, the only thing they are exceptional at is being equal parts boring and annoying.”

      The pair glared at the Atlantean, and a ripple of power thrummed through the air. When it passed, only the three of them remained. Ruby said, “I didn’t know you could do that. That’s useful.”

      Shalia nodded. “Your lack of knowledge seems to be the crux of many issues. I will make an effort to educate you better and to anticipate what you need. At the current moment, you must understand that the Atlantean was largely correct. We would not welcome an additional artifact weapon. And, frankly, I don’t believe there’s enough room in your head to accommodate increased influence.”

      Ruby scowled. “Hey, leave the small brain comments to Idryll, please.”

      Tyrsh’s laugh was lighter this time, and the mood became instantly less dark. “It is a simple statement of fact. You already find coping with us and the Atlantean challenging. Adding another into the mix would be unbearable for you, especially if it was reluctant to cooperate. Then your only solution would be to wield only a single artifact weapon, which is the situation you currently have.”

      Shalia nodded. “While his suggestion that we are jealous is not fully accurate, it is true that we don’t wish you to replace us. You won’t find anyone better for you than me.” She looked at her partner and amended, “Than us.”

      Tyrsh added. “So, instead, perhaps consider focusing your energies on the single blade and on learning how to maximize its use.” The corners of his mouth turned down. “Even if that means working to learn what the Atlantean has offered to teach.”

      Ruby dipped her head in acceptance of their position. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for the misunderstanding. I have no wish to replace you, now or ever.”

      They nodded in unison, and she instantly returned to the shop. Only a second or two seemed to have passed. Shentia took the weapon from her outstretched hands and said, “I have never heard of anyone successfully wielding two artifact swords. My understanding is that it’s generally not done.”

      Ruby laughed. “Yeah. Turns out the sword is of the same opinion. They just let me know that.”

      The other woman smiled. “Sentient artifacts are always a challenge and a reward.” She returned the weapon, and her fingertips absently rose to touch the medallion at her throat. Perhaps she has one herself and speaks with firsthand knowledge.

      Ruby sheathed the sword again and withdrew the dagger and its sheath from the bag. She handed the weapon over and said, “I won’t need this anymore. Thank you for the use of it.”

      The other woman nodded. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Positive. I need to learn to cast spells through the sword and not having that one as a crutch will push me to do it. On a different subject, do you know of anything that can counter a Rhazdon artifact?”

      Shentia turned solemn and shook her head. “Nothing I’ve ever heard of.”

      Ruby sighed. “Yeah, somehow I figured that would be the answer. Okay, thank you.”

      The Drow nodded. “As always, you’re welcome. Stay safe, Ruby.”

      She chuckled as she slung the bag back over her shoulder. “I’ll do my best.”
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      After spending the day in her bunker working hard on getting the small drone’s payload function operational and almost but not quite succeeding, Ruby was equal parts frustrated and exhausted as she portaled into her room at her parents’ house. She and Morrigan had agreed to have breakfast together with her folks the next morning, and it made sense to sleep over.

      Idryll was still in the house on the surface after indicating her desire to stay there for the night. On occasion, she and the shapeshifter scraped against one another, and their snarky comments had almost risen to actual hurtful words during the afternoon’s work. My fault. Technology made me testy. I should get her some salmon to apologize. She laughed inwardly. No better way to influence Idryll than through her stomach.

      She’d crossed her hands on the bottom of her shirt to pull it off when she spotted the blue and silver ribbon tied through the handles of her wardrobe. Her arms flopped to her sides, and she sighed loudly. “Of course.” The ribbon was the signal to come to Oriceran, and the type of knot was Keshalla's instruction to do so immediately. “Bloody hell, I’m way too tired to train.”

      Nonetheless, she opened the connection between the planets and stepped into the living room of her house. She walked into her dressing area and found her mentor sitting there, waiting. Ruby yawned. “I’ll be ready in a minute. Just have to get my gear on.”

      Keshalla shook her head. “You’re not here to train. Word came from the mystics. The messenger has arrived.”

      Adrenaline and excitement shot through her, and all traces of exhaustion evaporated. “Really? Excellent. Not knowing what’s next has been eating me alive.”

      She was already moving toward the door when a thought struck her. “Hell, I can’t go looking like this. Give me fifteen minutes.” She opened a portal to her attic room in the house she shared with her roommates and poked Idryll as she crossed to her vanity. “Get up, kitty cat. Events are afoot, and you don’t want to miss them.”

      Her companion transformed from her feline form to her annoyed humanoid one and hopped off the bed, as alert and fresh as she always seemed to be when she first woke. “What’s happening?”

      Ruby grabbed a couple of rings and the hair clips she preferred, then opened a portal connecting to her bedroom in the kemana. Idryll followed her through. “The messenger has arrived.”

      She caught Idryll's grin in the mirror on the way to her wardrobe. “Outstanding. The waiting has been irritating.”

      Ruby laughed as she yanked open the doors to reveal her clothes. “Right? Now, what does one wear to meet the mystical messenger?” She slid hangers to the side repeatedly, muttering, “Nope. Nope. Nope.” Then she brightened, “Oh, that’ll do.” She pulled out a vintage dress she’d found in a pawnshop on the surface before she’d left for college. It had been loose, so even though she’d bulked up some, it should still fit.

      She changed into it and admired her look in the mirror. The sleeves ended in small holes for her thumbs, ensuring that the lines stayed long and clean. It gathered in at sternum height, fell straight to accentuate the narrowness of her body, and flared out a little to accommodate her hips. It was a fabric she’d never taken the time to figure out, something between polyester and cotton but with an unexpected heaviness. The bottom was finished with lace and ended at mid-calf. It swirled when she twirled, but the weight kept it from rising at all.

      She chose her best boots, which didn’t have daggers hidden in them, unfortunately. She added her magic bracelets and her shield pendant, then bound her hair up high, pulling the sides straight up and back, turning the whole thing into a cascade that looked vaguely like the flourish atop a Roman legionnaire’s helmet. Finally, some quick touches of makeup finished the look. She grabbed her sheathed sword and tossed it to Idryll. “Carry this, companion. Make yourself useful.”

      As they crossed to the other planet, Idryll complained, “Note that the title is companion, not sherpa, or servant, or even valet.”

      Keshalla laughed at her whining. “I think it’s a reasonable ask, in this case, Idryll.”

      The shapeshifter grinned. “Oh, I completely agree. But my job is to make the Mirra better, right? So, I’m helping her improve her mental endurance.”

      Ruby snorted. “Well, if I have to deal with many jerks, I’ll be set after putting up with you for this long.”

      Keshalla ordered them both to shut up and set a deliberate pace toward the mystics’ compound. Ruby momentarily wondered why they didn’t portal, but as members of the village fell in behind to follow them up the mountain, she understood. This was a notable event, as the last stage of the venamisha had been, and they wanted to be a part of it.

      Nadar awaited them at the end of the path, with an unfamiliar and regal-looking Mist Elf beside him. She was tall and thin, with braided dark hair that cascaded over her shoulders and down to her waist. The messenger, I presume.

      Ruby stopped and turned to the people who had followed her. “Thank you for being here. Thank you for always being there for me in the past.” Smiles greeted her words, and she turned back and drew a deep breath. She muttered quietly, “No stress, Ruby. Just do it.”

      She strode forward, and Nadar tipped his head in a slight bow. “Mirra Ruby, welcome. This is the messenger.”

      The other woman also inclined her head, and Ruby matched it. She noticed Idryll and Keshalla doing the same. The messenger’s voice was musical and pleasant. “Congratulations on your success.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. But it took all of us to make it happen, so really it’s our success.”

      “As you say. Are you ready to assume the mantle and duties of Mirra?”

      “Do I get to know what they are first?”

      The other woman laughed. “Of course. The Mirra in the past have served as the moral compass of the Mist Elves.”

      Idryll interrupted with a muttered, “Uh-oh,” and Ruby kicked her.

      The messenger continued, “In addition, the Mirra is the final word in all disputes. When a local leader, such as the honored Keshalla, cannot resolve an issue, the people involved may seek guidance from the Mirra. Her word is law, her decision binding with no possibility of appeal.”

      The weight of that duty settled on her like a shroud. “So, no pressure.”

      The messenger nodded in understanding. “Those who have gone before you responded similarly. It is an awesome responsibility. Greater still is the role of the Mirra as the voice of the Mist Elves. You are the emissary to the other groups on Oriceran. You speak for all your people, and as with internal disputes, your word binds everyone. And now, for the first time in history, you will also be our voice on Earth.”

      Ruby knew in her heart that she was unworthy of such a tremendous responsibility. Her mind also recognized that every single person who’d ever stood in this place had probably felt the same. There was no way to be prepared until you had experienced it.

      She believed she had a firm ethical grounding and enough wisdom to help others parse difficult issues. And I have Idryll to rely on, and Keshalla, and the mystics, and at need, my family. Finally, she trusted that fate or magic had chosen her for a reason and wasn’t about to fight against that. “I am ready to become the next Mirra.”

      The messenger nodded solemnly. “Then, Ruby Achera, your castle awaits.”
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      Much like the procession up to the mystics’ compound, the walk up to the castle included an abundance of people. Most of the mystic community had joined the flow and were at the front of the trailing group. The castle was visible beyond the magical shield that protected it, unlike the last time she’d been there. Ruby sensed the barrier was still in place, though, and the messenger stopped before it and turned to face them. “I am sorry to say that only the Mirra, her companions, and the mystics may continue. Those not pledged in one of those ways are not permitted into the castle except as petitioners, and only if the Mirra wishes to receive them.”

      Ruby turned and called, “Thank you again. Whatever happens here, Keshalla will return to share the tale with you.” Her mentor nodded, and the crowd seemed to accept their dismissal with good grace. She turned back to the messenger. “Lead on.”

      The barrier didn’t fall, but they passed through it without hindrance. They walked up to the castle, which was now an off-white that still somehow shone in the sunlight. A feeling of welcome replaced the ominous ambiance present during Ruby’s previous visit with Idryll and Keshalla.

      Behind her, the archivist, who apparently hadn’t left the compound in years, breathed, “It’s beautiful.”

      Ruby nodded. “It truly is.”

      Idryll said, “Much less threatening than last time. Of course, once you’re in there, no one will want to come, anyway.”

      She laughed, and the sound echoed from all around her. Even the messenger chuckled as she spoke. “The companions have always been the best friends and fiercest critics of the Mirra they served.”

      Ruby said, “Did you hear that, Idryll? Served.”

      “Don’t make me clunk you on the head with your sword.”

      Ruby asked the messenger, “It’s impossible to get a new Companion?”

      The other woman turned and walked backward, smiling at her. “You are not the first Mirra to ask that question, either. No, it is not possible. You’ve made your choice, and you’re stuck with it.”

      Idryll sighed. “Dang it. I’m cursed.”

      They crossed the threshold into the room that had held the four statues. There was now a fifth, although it was only a figure like an artist’s body positioning doll, with the small crown the others wore atop its featureless head. Ruby asked, “Why aren’t the companions represented here?”

      The messenger, who had stopped to allow everyone to admire the statues, replied, “That was Mirra Kaeni's decision. She felt leaving them as a surprise for her potential replacement was the best choice. There is another hall where the companion statues reside, in an arrangement identical to this.”

      Ruby asked, “What do you think, Idryll?”

      The shapeshifter answered, “Oh, definitely keep the surprise. I mean, I guess one day I’ll be part of the mix, and I would much rather come as a shock to them.”

      She laughed. “Very well.” The messenger led them on a tour of the palace. The usual stuff you’d expect to find in a place like this was all present: kitchens, bedrooms, a grand master bedroom for the Mirra along with an adjoining room for the companion, and several libraries filled with books and artifacts.

      It also held an armory containing the historical weapons of the Mist Elves, plus several others from different cultures. A whole wing had servants’ areas, with a washing room, kitchen, smaller living spaces for staff, and so on. A large empty hall ran along one side, covered by windows on both walls. Ruby enthused, “This would make an excellent training space,” and Keshalla nodded in agreement.

      The messenger laughed. “That is exactly how Mirra Kaeni used it. She would appreciate you.”

      “We’ve met, at least kind of, during the venamisha. I like her very much.”

      Finally, they returned to the main area. The messenger said, “It is time to make it official. Ruby Achera, Idryll, please stand in the center of the statues.” She complied, suddenly nervous.

      The other woman took a position along the line that connected the outer doors to the inner doors between the staircases, and the remaining people gathered around in a semi-circle. All except Keshalla, who perched halfway up a set of stairs with her elbows on the banister, gazing down with a grin on her face.

      Ruby asked, “What?”

      Her mentor shook her head. “The idea that my student, who can barely manage to fight without tripping over her own feet, is going to be the next Mirra? It points out the unfathomable random humor of the universe.”

      She burst out laughing, and the tension she’d been harboring melted away. “I suppose you’re going to claim responsibility for all this.” She gestured around.

      “Of course. You would be nothing without me.” She delivered the words with mockery that went both ways, making sure everyone understood it was a joke.

      Idryll added, “Or me. Really, you’ll be a figurehead. I’m the brains of the operation.”

      Ruby drew a deep breath and let it out, then met the messenger’s eyes. “I’m ready.”

      The other woman nodded. “First, companion. Do you agree to serve the Mirra to the best of your abilities until the end of your days?”

      Idryll asked, “If I say yes, does it mean I have to be nice to her?”

      The messenger maintained her solemn expression, but one side of her mouth twitched upward. “No, service does not require you to do so.”

      “Very well, I agree.”

      The air vibrated at her words as if the building’s magic was cementing her commitment. Ruby recalled hearing of such oath magic in the history of the Mist Elves but had never been present for its use. Probably just my imagination.

      The messenger turned to her. “Ruby Achera, do you accept the mantle of Mirra? Will you lead the Mist Elves to the best of your ability, ruling with fairness and wisdom, until the end of your days?”

      This is it. Last chance to run away. Ruby nodded. “I do. I will.”

      The air rippled again, and the messenger grinned. “Very well.” She turned to the mystics, capturing Nadar and the archivist in her gaze. “Traditionally, the mystics have acted as the staff and servants for the Mirra. That is, in fact, one of the purposes of their creation so long ago.”

      Nadar frowned. “I’ve heard nothing.”

      The archivist added, “We have no records anywhere.”

      The messenger inclined her head. “You do not remember because the magic of this place strips that memory when the Mirra is gone, and during her reign, you swear to secrecy.” She smiled at the archivist. “It is, indeed, recorded, but those books stay here in the castle.” She turned back to the mystics’ leader. “Will you accept this charge?”

      He looked back at his people, all of whom were nodding in agreement. He shrugged. “We will.”

      A third ripple of magic flowed through the air. The messenger clapped her hands once and turned to face Ruby. “It is done. Welcome to your home, Mirra Ruby Achera.” She gestured up at the statue, which had formerly been featureless. Now it looked like Ruby, standing tall and proud in the dress she was wearing. The hilt of her sword stuck up over its shoulder.

      Ruby said intelligently, “Wow.”

      Keshalla and Idryll laughed, and the messenger smiled. “Wow, indeed. Now, for your first official task as Mirra, you must commune with those who preceded you.”
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      Ruby followed the messenger through the castle again. They entered one of the libraries, a comfortable space with several chairs, a fireplace, and stone walls covered with wooden shelves. The other woman walked to the centermost of three large bookcases wholly filled with books.

      She selected a text that looked no different from the others, pulled it forward, and a latch popped. She continued to pull, and the bookcase turned out to be a door that swung wide to reveal another behind it. Ruby chuckled. “Classic.”

      The messenger nodded with a smile. “Indeed. The interior door only opens for one who has completed the venamisha, so you will have to enter first.”

      Ruby frowned. “What happens if I pass out, or if something bad occurs while I’m alone in there?”

      The other woman’s expression didn’t change. “When the next person completes the full venamisha and unlocks it, the messenger will remove your body and give the place a thorough cleaning for them.”

      She scowled. “You’re not particularly caring.”

      The messenger shrugged. “That is not in my job description.”

      “What do you do between Mirra? Wake up once a year to clean the castle and work on your horrible people skills?”

      She chuckled at the insult. “I do not endure in the same way as some of the others you’ve seen. I was living a normal life in my village, then one day I woke up with all the knowledge I needed to handle this role and a compulsion to do so. I tried to resist for a time, but the headaches were so intense that I gave in and acquiesced.”

      Ruby muttered, “Sounds familiar.” She sighed and said, “Okay, let’s see what’s behind the door.” She pushed it open and discovered a small chamber, more like a walk-in closet than an actual room. In it was a single chair, facing back toward the entrance.

      Her companion offered, “I believe you’re supposed to sit there.”

      Ruby snarked, “Really? What makes you think so?” Then she turned with a sigh. “Sorry, I’m acting snotty for no reason. I might be just a little tense.”

      The other woman’s expression grew in sympathy. “I sure would be if I were you. I’ll wait outside until you return or until it’s time to sleep. Since there is no couch in the library, I’ll occupy the nearest bedroom on the left as you exit into the hallway. Please come find me at need.”

      Ruby asked, “Will I be able to get out of here?”

      She shrugged. “One imagines so.”

      Ruby turned to the chair with a sigh as the door closed behind her. She didn’t fail to note that the messenger had never actually stepped across the threshold into the room. Smarter than I am, probably. Of course, if you believe Idryll, that group includes almost everyone.

      The chair itself was oversized, carved from dark wood. It was more like a throne, with a heavy base supporting the seat, back, and armrests. Cushions covered the appropriate areas. She sat, finding it strangely comfortable, and waited. Nothing happened. After almost a minute, she said, “Okay, what’s the deal? Let’s get this show on the road, people.”

      The woman she’d seen depicted in the first statue appeared before her. She wore the same outfit as the marble version. While it had looked somewhat archaic there, on this apparition, it seemed soft and supple. Maybe a fabric representation of leathers, to honor tradition while setting herself apart from the normal look of those she ruled? “Hi. I’m Ruby Achera.”

      The woman dipped her head in a nod. “Hello, Ruby, I’m Inshala. I imagine you’re at least a little confused.”

      She laughed. “More than a little.”

      The other woman’s smile was almost matronly, even though she didn’t seem much older than Ruby. “It was the same way with all those who preceded you, and most so for me since I was the first.”

      “If you were the first, how were you chosen?”

      “Excellent question. My companion, Ransha, was sent to find me. Whatever magic made all this possible decided we should be together.”

      “He’s the rock guy.”

      She nodded. “Indeed. We descended into the mountain and faced challenges similar to those you experienced, but not quite the same. When I was named Mirra, I altered them in a variety of ways.”

      “So, what is all this?”

      Inshala replied, “I deemed it important that there be some continuity from one Mirra to the next. However, since I had no way to be sure I could physically speak to whoever came after me, I created some magics to assist. Now, each new Mirra has the opportunity to talk to those who’ve gone before.” She smiled. “I believe that’s enough for me. We can talk another time if you wish.”

      She vanished, and an instant later was replaced by a man. He was not much older than Ruby was, to judge by his smooth face, where the only wrinkles were laugh lines around his eyes. Ruby introduced herself, and he said, “I am Cashri. I was second Mirra of the Mist Elves.”

      She asked, “What was that like? No pressure, am I right?”

      He laughed, and the earnest sound suggested he had done so quite a lot when he was alive. “Indeed so. Although my time was more than a century after Inshala, so there were no particular expectations. In fact, when the summons for the initial venamisha came over me, I was thought to be diseased.

      “My village took me to the mountain, as they did with all our people who were near death. This was so that when we passed on, we would be forever in its embrace. But once I was alone, my headache disappeared, and I felt the pull. I’m sure you know what I mean.”

      Ruby nodded. “I do. I didn’t expect or understand it when it hit me, either.”

      “I chose my companion, and we ventured on through the trials, eventually succeeding. I was visited by Inshala, although neither this chamber nor the castle existed at that time. She agreed it was unfortunate that knowledge had not passed down from her time, and so I made it the goal of my life to ensure some level of continuity for the Mirra.

      “While handling my other duties as leader, I created the order of the mystics and put them to work building both their compound and this building. Neither was complete before my time was over, but when I left the mortal realm, I was confident they eventually would be.”

      Ruby admitted, “I always thought the mystics were a bunch of crackpots who didn’t want to be part of the normal order.”

      He laughed. “Well, people can be more than one thing, right? The monastic life lends itself to certain personalities. Almost always driven, often rebellious, and usually seeking some knowledge they can’t quite put their finger on. I put funds in place to support their needs and chose the first leader with great care, making sure to select someone of like mind who would continue what I had begun. That, essentially, is the end of my tale. Farewell, until we meet again.”

      He vanished, and the other male she’d seen in the statues quickly replaced him. His face was round, as was his body, and he introduced himself before she could. “Hello, welcome to the club. I’m Mintel.”

      Ruby laughed. “Thanks. Ruby Achera. So, you were the third Mirra?”

      He nodded. “Indeed I was, and, I guess, am. I benefited from Cashri’s efforts, so when the venamisha called me, I recognized it for what it was. Many had gone before me, of course, but none had completed the trials. I didn’t know that then, but once I succeeded, I gained that knowledge.”

      Ruby frowned as she tried to understand the big picture. “So, people are always trying? But the success rate is so low that a Mirra appears only once in a long while?”

      Mintel shrugged. “I can’t claim to understand the will of the magic. But I don’t believe that’s the case. I think, instead, that pivotal moments in our history trigger the calls. Basically, when we need a ruler, the magic seeks to find one.”

      Ruby sighed. “That doesn’t bode well for the current moment.”

      “The same was true in my time. After a long period of prosperity, the Mist Elves were fragmenting. Villages were disconnecting from one another, becoming more tribal and standoffish, and even talked of leaving the mountain and expanding through Oriceran. The venamisha had given me a strong conviction that we were where we belonged and that moving to other parts of Oriceran would be a bad choice.”

      “That sounds like an extraordinarily difficult situation. How did you deal with it?” Ruby had no idea what she would have done if that was her challenge.

      “I redirected them. Earth had become close enough that it was possible to reach it, and I had some skill in portals and magical navigation. So, I led those with the desire to wander to the other planet and charged them with learning it for our people. They were happy, and the requirements set by the magic, or those who had gone before, or both, were served. I was the first to be able to inhabit the castle, and I decided to create this chamber within the library as a hidden place the Mirra could retreat to.”

      “It’s kind of small. Not really the greatest hangout.”

      He nodded. “Very true. I wanted it to be secret, so I had to build these walls myself. I am not the best mason.”

      Ruby laughed. “Mirra of all trades, huh?”

      “Indeed so. When my time ended, I believed I had delivered us from the great danger and counted myself a success. Hopefully, history still considers me one, as you no doubt will be. Farewell, until we meet again.”

      He vanished, and finally, a familiar face appeared. Kaeni smiled at her. “Congratulations on your success.”

      Ruby said, “You remember me?”

      She nodded. “In this altered life, we can make new memories. I know you from the trial.”

      “Were you also summoned at a pivotal moment in our history?”

      “The magic called me as Rhazdon emerged. It was before they rose to prominence, so I was unaware of the purpose until much later. I instituted our policy of complete non-engagement with the rest of Oriceran and increased our connection to Earth, knowing that our people might one day have to flee there.”

      Ruby nodded. “That makes sense, from everything I know about them. But what am I supposed to do?” She felt she could be honest with the other woman as if they had a relationship. My new bestie is a ghost. Awesome.

      Kaeni shrugged. “Lead. Find out what needs doing, and do it. If you have been chosen at a pivotal moment, to use your words, you’ll need to figure out what it is. The good news is that you start with the same wisdom any of us did because times change so much between Mirra. It’s always new. And remember, you can come and talk to us whenever you desire counsel.”

      Ruby asked, “Are you alive?”

      Kaeni shook her head. “Think of us as a deep pool of memory that can act somewhat like the living beings we were. We are far less than you but far more than recorded memories.”

      “How did you get that way? Will I be that way?”

      Kaeni laughed. “For the second question, yes, you will. It is part of being Mirra. For the first, kneel facing the chair.”

      Ruby complied, and Kaeni said, “Now put your thumbs in the two notches shaped like crescent moons and press to the sides.”

      She pushed, and a drawer opened with a click. She pulled it out and found the circlet she’d seen all the Mirra statues wearing. “What is this?”

      “The means to store your memories.”

      Ruby removed it and stood, pushing the drawer closed again with her foot. “Does it hurt?”

      “Not at all. When you put it on, you won’t even notice it’s there.”

      Ruby drew a deep breath and set it on her head with no small amount of trepidation. Magic swirled through and around her. She reached up to verify the circlet was still seated properly, but it had vanished, apparently merging with her. She frowned. “This is a poor time for jokes.”

      Kaeni laughed. “If not now, when? In any case, that is the last step. You are officially the new Mirra of the Mist Elves. Until you need me again, I bid you farewell, and the greatest of luck, Ruby Achera.”

      She faded before Ruby could thank her, so she headed for the door. “This thing better open because if it doesn’t, I’m gonna haunt everyone. There won’t be enough Ghostbusters on either planet to deal with the harassment I’m going to hand out.”
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      Jared finished packing up the heavy roller crate and attached the top, snapping the closures with annoyed twists. “I hate this.” They were in the garage, making sure they moved out all the important and expensive equipment. They’d already relocated half of the vehicles, and Grentham's gang would be removing the rest in short order.

      The dwarf said, “Yeah, I hear you. Hopefully, it’s all for nothing.”

      Jared scowled and gave the crate a hard push, sending it rolling across the floor toward another of Grentham's people. The elf maintained a portal that connected to one of the dwarf’s warehouses, which would be their temporary base of operations until the thing with Worldspan was over. “Oh, there’s no way they can resist striking back at us. After we walked in and messed with their facility? You know they’re looking to return that favor. And without Sloane’s protection, they’ll certainly feel emboldened to do so.”

      Grentham paused what he was doing and looked up. “You don’t think it’s just that the boss lady isn’t in our corner, right?”

      Jared shook his head. “No, we’re totally on the same page on that question. She’s now in the opposition column along with Angelina Prash and the rest of Worldspan.” He grabbed the next of the big rolling crates and moved it into position. “You know, our numbers are looking pretty low for this.”

      Grentham nodded. “Any other time, not having a bunch of people hanging around headquarters would be good. Means they’re all out on gigs, which is where we want them. But if Worldspan decides to attack, we will definitely wish they were here. Still, gotta keep the cash flowing, right?”

      Jared nodded. “Now more than ever. There’s bound to be some added expenses from all this nonsense.”

      “Well, if they do decide to hit us, they’re in for a surprise. A bunch of them.” A number of his people emerged from the portal and Grentham directed them to take over the loading. “Let’s you and I go make sure the other things are the way they should be.”

      Jared tossed what he was holding inside the crate and walked along with his partner. Their first stop was the armory, which they’d stripped of all its weapons, and all the lockers emptied. He shook his head. “Now that is a sad sight.”

      Grentham turned to the pair of dwarves sitting on the benches. “So, is our plan set?”

      Jared recognized the first from their attack on the Worldspan headquarters. Veara said, “We’re good. One of the two of us will be awake and located here at all times. We’ll be on comms even when we aren’t on the clock. When things go down, we’ll open the portal, and our people can rush in from the warehouse.”

      Jared nodded. They’d decided it was a nonzero possibility that Worldspan would just blow up the place without entering, so having a welcoming party inside was a bad idea. Everyone hoped that their drones, which were monitored off-site, would be able to detect a substantial attack on the building’s exterior early enough that the dwarves could escape.

      Grentham clapped the other dwarf on the shoulder. “Good work. Stay frosty.”

      Jared touched his comm. “Claire, where are you?”

      She replied, “Main hallway, just past the conference room.”

      “We’ll be there in a flash.” Jared followed his partner toward the front of the building. They’d decided that only a couple of rooms would remain in use to perpetuate the illusion that things were normal at Aces. They’d still welcome clients in the lobby, and they’d still talk to them in the conference room. Once past that area, the rest of the place would be heavily trapped. They found his most trusted lieutenant and Grentham's most capable trap person, Karna, working on that defense. Jared asked, “What’s the plan?”

      The dwarf replied, “Well, fortunately, we have really good sensing in here already. It’s smart that you all didn’t scrimp when you put in that stuff. Now it’s time to connect the demolitions to the sensors. We’re using a mix of tools. Incendiaries, gas, claymores, and even some old-school crossbow traps.”

      Jared asked, “Won’t they have shields?”

      Karna laughed. “That’s the best part. Some of these traps also use anti-magic emitters that we, uh, borrowed from the PDA.”

      Grentham chuckled along with his subordinate. “Resourcefulness is one of our specialties.”

      Jared shook his head with a smile. “I don’t want to know. Anyway, sounds good. As long as the anti-magic is localized so it doesn’t interfere with the other parts of the operation that require magic.”

      Karna replied, “We have it under control. We dialed them way down, just far enough to catch the people in the kill zone.”

      Grentham grinned. “Such a good phrase, kill zone. Pretty much this whole place is going to be one big KZ by the time you finish. Keep it up.”

      Jared said, “One more thing. Secure room.” He grabbed the box full of jewels and tucked it under his arm. “Can’t forget these.”

      His partner sighed. “Opening ourselves up to tracking, if they’re magically tagged.”

      He nodded. “I’ll take them to the bank and put them in a secure deposit box. It’s not great since I don’t have deniability if anyone gets a warrant, but I doubt the people who will be looking for them are the same kind who are likely to have a judge sign off on their actions.”

      Grentham nodded. “Sounds good. I think everything’s as prepped as it can be, but I’d feel more comfortable with a little more overwatch.”

      Jared nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. Scimitar?”

      “Yeah. Let’s give her a call, see if she can hack into Worldspan for us. It would be a hell of a bonus to know right when they were coming.”

      They returned to the garage, careful not to interfere with any of the traps being built or the ones already in place, and found a quiet corner. Jared instructed the comm to connect to the infomancer, and a moment later, her computer modulated voice replied, “Yes?”

      “Jared Trenton, as you doubtless know. We’d like to contract you for a gig.”

      Even through the electronic distortion, the woman’s tone held a note of regret. “I’m afraid I cannot accept. In fact, I will be returning your retainer for this month and the one before. Since we were not actively engaged in a project, I accepted another. Unfortunately, it’s exclusive, so I can’t take work from other clients.”

      Jared’s stomach sank into his feet, and Grentham replied with a muted snarl, “Any clients? Or just this one?”

      The infomancer didn’t respond, and Jared asked, “Is this about money?”

      She answered with a tinny laugh, “Isn’t everything?”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      The computer modulated sigh was a strange sound. “Let’s simply say that there are only a few people I see as potential threats to my health and welfare. Unfortunately, it is one of them who has requested my services. It would not be prudent for me to decline.”

      Grentham asked, “And the exclusivity comes from them?”

      “Affirmative. I’m sorry, gents. Once this is all over, I would welcome the opportunity to work with you again.”

      The line dropped, and Jared sighed. “We’re going to need a new infomancer. Hell, to make up for her, we might need two or three. And I have no idea where we’re going to find even one anywhere near as good as she is. Heaven help us if she’s working for Worldspan.”

      A thought occurred to him. “Dammit, we need to change everything. She has our accesses by now, even the ones we didn’t share with her.”

      Grentham nodded. “You’re right. I’ll get my best person on it, but we’re going to have to hire more.” Where Jared felt abandoned by someone he’d kind of trusted, his partner’s response held nothing but anger. “We’re being boxed in. Next, they’ll probably start peeling off our clients and suppliers. I’ve seen this nonsense before, and it only gets uglier.”

      He grabbed a wrench from a nearby table and threw it across the room. “Assuming we survive whatever happens in the near term, things will have to change. Long term, if we still want to be around, we need to find some new allies and take the fight to Worldspan, Sloane, and anyone else stupid enough to come at us.”
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      Paul Andrews and his number two, Charlotte Krenn, were seated in a back corner table, as far from the entrance as possible while still distant from the kitchen doors. He always preferred to choose a defensible position and carried a pistol in his shoulder holster and a Taser at his hip, just in case. A drone watched over the restaurant’s entrances, and a human was monitoring the feed. Can’t be too careful, but can’t let myself be trapped in the office, afraid to go out, either.

      The eatery was a barbecue place a couple of blocks south of the Strip, frequented by humans and magicals alike. Mostly, no one cared that he was there, although a few dark looks were thrown his way, presumably because of his species rather than his position. I shouldn’t be that recognizable yet. If I was, that would be a problem.

      His dining partner set her water glass down on the table a little harder than normal, and he realized his thoughts had distracted him. He said, “Sorry. Just thinking about how hungry I am.”

      She laughed. “Maybe you need to get a little more work-life balance going.”

      He grunted. It was a common joke between them, as neither of them had much of a life outside work. The gig in Ely was different from their usual postings because they didn’t live within walking distance of headquarters. In the other cities where they’d been together, including Reno, they’d taken apartments in the same building or one nearby to minimize time lost during the commute. “So, bring me up to date.”

      She nodded and leaned forward so no one overheard them. He’d paid extra to ensure the tables to either side would remain empty, giving them some privacy. Or the illusion of it, anyway. One never knows what magic might be happening around them. “We have three committed to going after the bounties. Actually, that’s a bit of a misleading statement since they’re a team.”

      He adopted a quizzical expression. “Really?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I hadn’t heard of them before either, but I went and looked them up. They call themselves Dante’s Angels, and while some folks online have posited that they’re sisters, I’m not buying it. The few pictures I found showed one was blonde, one brunette, and the last a redhead, and their facial structures aren’t particularly similar. I think they’re going for the Charlie’s Angels reference.”

      He laughed. “Was the intermediary named Bosley?”

      She shook her head with a grin. “The world really is stranger than fiction, isn’t it? Anyway, rumor has it that they’re good. They’ve done several legit bounties, mostly low-level but a couple of mid-range. Plus, between you, me, and the wall, some suspect they’ve taken on a few less than lawful gigs as well.”

      He sighed. “You know, before we came to Ely, that probably would’ve bothered me. At this point, it feels like a bonus. So, only three who are one?”

      She nodded. “The costumes are only level one bounties. Not too much demand for those, as the pay isn’t great. We did put out the word that there was extra cash involved on top of the bounty, which is what brought in the Angels.”

      He kept his tone neutral. “Only level one, you say?”

      Her voice took on an edge of defensiveness. “We couldn’t invent major crimes, you know?”

      “Why not?”

      His matter-of-fact answer set her back, and she was silent for a moment. Finally, she explained, “Too easy to trace, too likely to generate suspicion. It would be bad if someone found out we were messing with the bounty system. We want to stay under the radar.”

      He grunted, knowing she was right. “We still need to get more of them.”

      Charlotte replied, “I know. I’m on it. It’ll take a little longer than we’d hoped.”

      “In the meantime, make sure we have tabs on the Angels at all times. Plant tracers on them if they won’t do it voluntarily, or task a drone.”

      “You’re using them as hunting hounds.”

      He spread his hands and looked from one to the other as he spoke. “Best case, they handle it themselves. Worst case, they lead us to the costumes, and we make the move. Either way, we win.”

      She gave a single sharp nod. “I’ll keep teams on standby, then, and make sure the drone ops are ready.”

      He leaned back and stretched his arms over his head. “In the meantime, I think I’ll see if the Council will put me on the agenda for their next meeting. Might be useful to stir the pot a bit on that front, too.”
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        * * *

      

      The following night, Ruby crouched on a rooftop to the extreme south of the city, her companion beside her. Demetrius said in her ear, “Normal activity all around. Seems like the PDA is in wait and see mode.”

      She chuckled. “I hear that tone in your voice. Don’t you dare start poking at them.”

      He laughed. “Why not? It’s fun.”

      Ruby shook her head with a grin but didn’t reply. The infomancer had used the access Morrigan and Idryll had provided to penetrate the agency’s drone network. He was pretty sure that, at need, he could mess with the signal flow and cause the pilots to lose control at a minimum and possibly even take over the crafts.

      They were keeping that option in their back pocket because if they didn’t do it perfectly, the PDA would know they’d been hit and would respond by upgrading their systems. At this point, information was what they needed.

      She stiffened as a group of people came around the corner Demetrius’ drones had pinpointed as a location the Drow and his gang often passed through. As Morrigan had put it, “It’s been too quiet for too long. Something’s bound to happen,” which was why they were staking it out. Her sister was at Spirits, ready to deploy and likely annoyed at her assignment.

      When Ruby had explained that one of them needed to stay back in case the other two got into trouble, she might not have been completely sensitive to the fact of her sister’s prior kidnapping. It was the sort of thing she might’ve intentionally done when they were kids, but this time it was a screwup. Well, she’ll get over it. Seems like talking with Challen has been helping her deal with the stress.

      Idryll said, “Hey, the scumbag in the hat is here.” Ruby’s attention returned to the group below, and sure enough, the Drow in the fedora was in the middle of the procession. At least a dozen people walked around him, and while they weren’t moving quickly, they nonetheless had a sense of purpose about them.

      Ruby observed, “This looks like more than an evening stroll. Tree, get some visual coverage going. Mo, you might want to move to your departure point.”

      Her sister replied, “On it.”

      Her boyfriend reported, “I sent the drones up. Our super-secret feed from the PDA still shows no activity in your area.”

      Idryll said, “It would be nice to be able to beat down this bunch without an audience.”

      Ruby laughed. “Please. You always want an audience.” She kept them covered in a veil as they paralleled the Drow’s team. As they neared the Strip, she started to wonder what the hell was going on. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but does it seem like they’re trying to attract attention?”

      Demetrius replied, “If that was their goal, they’ve accomplished it. PDA drones have altered their patterns, and additional ones are spooling up.”

      Idryll ventured, “Maybe we won’t need to intervene.”

      Ruby responded, “Double-digit magicals versus drones? The robots don’t stand a chance. It’s kind of turning out to be an expensive month for the PDA.”

      Morrigan laughed. “Serves them right. Their drones are making everyone nervous. Want me to join you? Looks like you’ll be going past my location.”

      Ruby frowned, part in confusion and part in annoyance over being confused. “No. Stay back. This is too weird. We might need you to get us out of jail when it’s over.”

      Idryll added, more darkly than usual, “Or the hospital.”

      She killed her comm. “You feel it too, then?”

      Her companion did the same. “Yeah. They’re looking for trouble and seem serious about finding it.”

      “That’s my read, too.” She flipped her comm back on. “Tree, give Alejo a heads up through the usual channel. She’ll be able to get emergency services primed for whatever is about to happen.”

      Morrigan asked, “Are we going to try to stop them?”

      “As much as I’d like to, a preemptive strike plays into the bastard’s hands. He’ll claim we’re working for the humans, and since we’ve coordinated with Alejo in the past, he might be able to make that stick. No, they have to act first. But we won’t waste a second after they do.”

      A few moments later, the group took a turn that made it apparent where they were heading. Morrigan exclaimed, “Holy hell. Taka Tower.”

      The sense of danger she’d been feeling doubled. Taka Tower was Ely’s tallest non-casino building, topping out at twenty stories. The condos within provided a gorgeous view of the Strip and the mountains, and it was home to the wealthiest humans in the area. It was an eminently logical selection on the Drow’s part. “Tree, set off the fire alarms, call for an evacuation, do whatever the hell you have to do, but get that place cleared out. Bomb threat, if you have to.”

      “On it.”

      Ruby made a difficult choice. “Screw it. We’re going in, regardless of how the bloody Drow wants to spin it. Morrigan, get your butt moving.”

      Her sister replied, “Save some for me.”

      Idryll snarked, “Not if I can help it,” and leapt from the roof, landing cleanly three stories below. She charged at the rear of the troublemakers’ formation, which had spread out to form a semi-circle facing the tower.

      Ruby shook her head, urged, “Move fast, Mo,” and followed her impulsive partner into battle.
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      Ruby took stock of the situation as she ran toward Taka Tower. The attackers—since their plans were clear at this point, she felt comfortable naming them as such—had formed double ranks. Those facing the building were already almost in range, and the ones walking backward to guard against those who might intervene were aware of their presence, judging by their actions. Fireballs flew at both her and Idryll, forcing them to break off their direct rush and circle.

      She reinforced the magical shield surrounding her body, then mentally reminded herself about the capsules underneath her costume on her shoulders—health on the left-hand side, energy on the right. That had seemed the most logical placement to avoid accidentally triggering them. Idryll had a pair as well, attached to her fur under her equipment belt. It’ll be interesting to see how that turns out.

      She threw a force blast at the ones who’d attacked her, but their shields intercepted and dispersed it, and more attackers joined. “Well, being outnumbered makes everything so much more fun.”

      Idryll replied, “Take out the back rank, or blow through them?”

      “We have to protect the building. These idiots are obstacles. Knock them out if you can on the way past but focus on the others.”

      “Got it.”

      Ruby’s instinct was to take to the air, but the calm, rational part of her mind pointed out she’d be awfully vulnerable while soaring over a bunch of enemies. Damn it, Idryll, if you’d waited a little longer, we could’ve approached under a veil. Still, they would’ve wound up in the same situation, maybe with a couple of the bad guys down, so it wasn’t a huge game-changer that her partner’s enthusiasm sent her running into the fray. Like always.

      She layered force shields around herself and ran, no longer worried about actively defending against the ones in the back. She trusted her magical defenses to absorb whatever they threw while she burst through to the front line. She lost sight of Idryll as she careened into the attacker on the end, slamming bodily into him and sending him flying toward the building.

      Ahead, residents flooded out of the emergency exit doors on the bottom level. Good work, Tree. I owe you another date for that.

      The shapeshifter asked, “Nonfatal?”

      She ground her teeth together in frustration, really wanting to be able to give a different answer. “Yeah. We have to try to stay clearly on the good guys’ side of things.”

      Morrigan, her tone dark and serious, remarked, “Even if it kills us?”

      Ruby replied, “Right up to that line, but if you have to do it to survive, do it. Now, shut up and fight.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll performed a series of acrobatic moves to avoid blasts of fire and shadow from the back rank of enemies as she closed. She ran directly at one and vaulted over him, using his presence to dissuade his partners from attacking her. A somersault in midair allowed her to land and run without sacrificing speed, and she wound up only a few feet away from a front-row attacker, a dwarf who held growing balls of flame in each hand.

      “I don’t think so,” she muttered and planted her lead foot. She channeled all her momentum into a torso twist that brought her knee up at his ribs, made vulnerable by his dramatically upraised arms.

      She quashed the instinct to smash him in the head. Ruby was right. Killing meant losing the support of Alejo, which they couldn’t do if any other option existed. Her knee smashed into his ribs and shattered them, sending him to the dirt, keening in agony.

      She threw herself to the ground and rolled as the dwarf next to him reacted quickly, taking the fireballs she’d been generating and whipping them at Idryll instead. She managed to avoid one entirely, but the other gave her a burn that extended from shoulder to knee on her left side. Fortunately, her magic deflector had consumed most of the blast, and the resulting wounds weren’t bad, just painful in that unique way that burns could be.

      She popped up and rushed the dwarf, but her advance turned into a frantic evasion as a shadow sword appeared in her path. Her instincts threw her to the ground again narrowly in time to avoid the slash of the second blade, and she rolled up with her claws extended. The Drow had lost his fedora, but it was unmistakably the one they’d met in the warehouse.

      Purple swords smoked in his hands, magic coming off them as if they could barely contain his power. The edges looked as sharp as any blade she’d faced. He said calmly, “Go away. I have no conflict with you. Our objectives are more aligned than opposed.”

      Idryll growled, “Attacking noncombatants is unacceptable. Always. Period.”

      He glanced over his shoulder and gave a half-smile. “Seems like most of them are out of the building. Wonder how that happened?”

      She touched a claw to her forehead in a mocking salute. “Guilty as charged.”

      The Drow reset his feet, shifting to a combat stance. “Last chance. Leave. It’s only property damage at this point. No reason for you to die here today.”

      Idryll shook her head. “Can’t guarantee that everybody’s out. You and your minions could depart peacefully, though.”

      He twirled the swords once. “Seems as if we’re at an impasse.”

      “Seems like.”

      He didn’t offer any more words, simply charged in and swung his blades at her face and torso. She danced nimbly back and let them pass a few inches away from her body, then tried to slip in and slice his arms.

      A sword disappeared, and a blast of force smashed into her, his speed and power both unexpected and impressive. She flew backward as though she’d taken a punch from a giant, her chest combining surface agony with an instant deep ache, but managed to land on her feet and slide to a stop.

      Idryll slammed her fist against the healing capsule under her belt and shuddered as it banished the pain of her burns and went to work on the fire in her chest. “Okay, buddy, if that’s how you want to play it, let’s see how many pieces I can slice you into without killing you.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby spun toward the next in line, a Drow male who she momentarily misidentified as the leader. No, that would have been too easy. She ignored the shadow bolts he dispatched at her, trusting her defenses to absorb them. The magic deflector consumed the first salvo, and her shields dealt effectively with the second.

      She grabbed one of Margrave’s flash-bang grenades from her belt and threw it, looking away as it detonated. Two lightning grenades followed as fast as she could dispatch them, and when the blast finished, the enemy was down to five in the back row and two in the front, plus one engaged with Idryll.

      The pair attacking the building stayed on task despite her efforts and threw two fireballs each. They slammed into its walls and set the exterior ornaments, flags, and a large banner proclaiming Taka Tower had been voted the best housing in the city, alight. Stone flew out as the impacts damaged the walls. The attackers immediately started gathering up magic for their next volley.

      Ruby was in mid-rush toward them when her legs flew out from under her. She fell to land on her hands, her feet in the air. New fitness craze, mid-combat push-ups.

      She twisted to find that the one she’d initially sent flying had snagged her with a shadow rope, wrapping it around her shields somehow, and yanked on it hard enough to bring her down. Force magic severed the line, and she smashed him with another blast of it, knocking him down again.

      She popped to her feet and spun back in time to see the second round of fireballs smash into the building, blasting out more sections of the walls and intensifying the flames that had already taken hold. Ruby gathered up her magic and threw ice at the conflagration, but she’d never been strong with that element. Plus, it’s two on one, and they have a head start.

      She switched tactics and launched a dart at the nearer one’s face, hoping it wouldn’t turn into a “lucky” shot and hit him in the eye. Fortunately, it struck him in the cheek, and he wobbled and fell. Then she dropped to her knees as simultaneous attacks from several in the rear ranks washed over her shields.

      This is going perfectly. Not. At least we’ve reduced the number of enemies. Demetrius shattered that belief, announcing, “Drones incoming, ten seconds, want me to delay them?”

      Ruby growled, “No. We can handle this. Morrigan, where are you?”

      The answer was an arrow plunking into the middle of the trio who had attacked her, its sonic discharge dropping them to the ground. Her sister arrived at her side and helped her up, and Ruby slapped the energy potion capsule, letting out a satisfied growl as the power flowed through her. “Okay, let’s finish these guys.”

      Unfortunately, Demetrius’s estimate had been uncharacteristically incorrect. Drones swooped in and attacked and forced her and Morrigan into evasive moves. Suddenly, unexpectedly, Ruby pitched backward and fell as triple blows slammed into her chest. Her breath exploded out of her, and she sat on the ground stunned and trying to inhale as three women in matching tactical gear came into focus, rifles in their hands.

      She coughed and forced out the hoarse words. “New enemies. Anti-magic bullets. Watch out.”
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      Morrigan moved to help her sister, but Ruby waved her off. She spun instead toward the identically clad trio, drawing a knockout gas arrow and nocking it before her turn was complete, then launched the projectile at them. Bullets thudded near her and forced her to run for cover, but the arrow hit exactly where she’d intended.

      In an uncanny mirror image, each of the three calmly reached into a pocket on their vest, withdrew a small mask, and fitted it over their mouth and nose. A thin black tube led back into the protective gear. Morrigan muttered, “Dammit,” and drew a lightning arrow. She pulled the string back and was about to release it when her brain processed the fact that she had drawn the wrong one, selecting the heavy-duty version that would probably kill her targets.

      Returning it to her quiver would be wasted time, so she twisted and shot the nearest PDA drone out of the sky. Particles rained down on the magicals in the front row, distracting them momentarily after their third volley. The tower showed signs of wear, and if they didn’t get the situation under control soon, they would have a full-fledged fire on their hands.

      She grabbed the three lightning discs from her belt and hurled them in sequence, one for each enemy. A wave of the center one’s hand sent the objects flying back at Morrigan, which forced her to drop the arrow she’d selected to redirect them with her force magic. “And they’re magicals to boot. Probably hiding pointy ears under that amazing hair.”

      Each had what she thought of as supermodel's hair, long, well taken care of, and full of body. Their coifs dramatically moved as they lifted the rifles as if they’d brought their own perfectly positioned breeze. Frankly, it made her jealous. I’m not embarrassed to admit it. I have hair envy. So what?

      She drew the sonic arrow and sent it their way, but it met a wall of force that halted its flight no more than halfway there. Then she was forced to run again as their rifles chattered. “You know, these folks would fit right in with Diana and company. Except for the part where they’re playing for the wrong team.”

      Ruby groaned. “That’s not a good sign.”

      Morrigan jumped over the low wall that surrounded Taka Tower’s inner courtyard and paused to catch her breath. “No, no it’s not.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll heard her partners’ conversation, but the words didn’t stick. She was hard-pressed to fend off the Drow, and he had captured her entire attention. Her opponent was a spinning dervish with the swords, letting them vanish at times to cast other spells, then seamlessly bringing them back into existence an instant later.

      His magical pool, or whatever gives him power, must be deep. Or he’s on an energy potion high. She’d heard of drugs that could increase arcane prowess as well but wasn’t sure if those were real or just late-night commercial nonsense.

      In any case, his assault kept her busy, dodging, ducking, and occasionally managing to sneak in a hit or a slice. One of his arms bled enough that he’d have to do something about it before too long, and she considered that a great success given the situation. But it was clear that unless she could intercept his swords and not lose a hand in the process, she wasn’t going to beat him.

      Idryll shouted, “Jewel, switch.”

      Ruby replied, “Affirmative,” sounding a little hoarse, and Idryll poured on the speed, running as fast as she could in an arc that would take her past him outside his likely strike range. He turned to follow and met Ruby’s sword coming down with both of his, smoothly accepting the change in partner. Idryll spotted the ones that Morrigan must’ve been talking about, on the far side, and had a moment of indecision, weighing attacking the magicals pouring fire into the building against going after the odd trio of newcomers.

      Demetrius solved the problem for her by announcing, “PDA drones seem to have retasked to target the Drow’s group. Disengage if you can.”

      Morrigan's response summed the situation up well. “That’s a little easier said than done, my friend.”

      Idryll charged at the similarly clad women, and the one nearest her dropped her rifle and fast-drew pistols from each thigh. Without slowing, Idryll partially transformed to increase her speed, her body growing faster and stronger in a matter of steps, and she leapt for the woman. The guns barked, and bullets raked along her sides, but she’d narrowed the distance quickly enough and unexpectedly enough that she was inside her foe’s defenses. The other woman had long, straight, blonde hair and a stylish mask covering her eyes.

      Her nose was pretty, and Idryll chose it as a target, snapping her head forward to smash into it while her hands controlled her opponent’s arms so she couldn’t bring the guns in. The blonde fell back with a curse, her voice strangely melodious despite the vitriol spewing forth. The next closest, a brunette, slammed an elbow into Idryll's head, knocking her stumbling to the side. Ow. Wench hits hard. She transformed the stumble into a cartwheel, then dove behind a decorative bench as bullets from the woman’s rifle sought her.

      Morrigan growled, “Find new cover,” and Idryll scrambled away as the bench ripped off its moorings and flew at the women. It deflected up and over them and forced the archer to smash it to the side before it reached where she stood behind a low wall.

      Idryll said, “Okay, there’s some competence there.”

      Morrigan replied, “Right? These people suck.”

      Ruby snarled, “Keep them busy but work toward the edges. I’m going to see if I can portal this guy back to the bunker. The moment I say go, Morrigan, you get Idryll out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby momentarily wished that she had two swords as her opponent used his pair to keep her at bay. The healing capsule had taken away all the damage from the bullets, along with most of the pain, but she felt the natural fatigue that came with using the potion. Her single advantage was that his hands were both occupied, and her empty one gave her options. She was out of lightning grenades and didn’t want to try an explosive, so her belt had nothing to offer. But the dart gun that she’d moved to her left arm after returning the dagger to Shentia had possibilities.

      She coated that hand with a thick layer of force and grabbed one of his blades as it came by. Her magic fought against his as he twisted the blade to break her hold. She strained her muscles, pushing for the right angle, then depressed the stud to fire the dart. The projectile whipped out, and he jerked his head to the side just in time for it to miss.

      He observed conversationally, “Well, that was unfair.” His voice was as condescending, smooth, and confident as she remembered.

      She disengaged her sword and slashed it low, and when he jumped over it, tried to cut upward. But his blade was already coming down in a crescent block to bat it away. She growled, “What the hell are you doing, attacking a building full of innocent humans? You can’t be that stupid. Any positive opinion you’ve built up will turn against you because of this.”

      He let one of his swords vanish and cast ice at her. She crafted a shield of fire to absorb it and stabbed through the conflagration, hoping he wouldn’t be able to see the attack coming, but his sword intercepted it, nonetheless. Damn, he is good. No wonder Idryll wanted to switch. We might have to go two on one to beat him. Unfortunately, she could see that her partners also had things going on.

      Ruby muttered, “Okay, here we go.” She released magic into her muscles as she dodged, parried, and deflected, readying herself for a final attack. She reached for her power to create the portal, and suddenly it all fell out of her grasp. SUVs screeched into place, and PDA troops barreled out wearing their damned backpacks. Ruby shouted, “Disengage, go, now.” She spun away from her opponent and ran.

      Demetrius’s words came fast. “They have some really good jamming going on. Jewel, duck.” She complied immediately, throwing herself to the ground in a shoulder roll. A PDA drone hurtled over her head to smash into the nearest SUV, bursting into a small bonfire and causing the agents to drop into cover. He said, “Northwest, two blocks, there’s a car waiting for you.”

      She pelted in that direction, sheathing her sword and running all-out. A chopper flew in as well, probably the same one they’d seen before, with some sort of orb mounted on the bottom. She panted, “Is that what I think it is?”

      Demetrius answered, “You should be out of range of the backpacks, so if you can’t do magic, I’m guessing it is.”

      Morrigan growled, “Damn, where do they keep getting these toys?”

      Idryll reached her with Morrigan still half a block behind. They turned the corner and confronted a bright yellow minivan. She ran for the driver’s side door, unable to contain a chuckle, even in the dire situation. “Really? This is the best you could come up with?”

      Demetrius replied, “It was the nearest thing I could hack. Beggars, choosers, you know the drill.”

      Idryll slid the side door open and Morrigan dove inside, then she swung up into the passenger seat.

      As Ruby got the vehicle rolling, she told Demetrius, “Thanks, sweetheart. I definitely owe you a date.”

      Morrigan dropped to her back on the bench seat behind her and panted. Finally, she said, “Hell, I think I owe you one too.”

      Idryll chuckled. “Ruby’s probably not willing to share.”

      Her sister coughed and let out a soft groan. “I need to run more. Anyway, how about it, D? Ready to upgrade?”

      Ruby shook her head and drove, hoping the PDA had been busy enough with the Drow and his people that they wouldn’t pursue the rather conspicuous escape vehicle. “We have any trailers, Tree?”

      “None that I can see. I think you’re clear. But as soon as your magic returns, pile out and portal. I’ll send the car back where it belongs.”

      Ruby nodded. The anger inside her was growing with each passing second. “I don’t know who those three were, but it seems clear that Andrews was waiting for us to go after the Drow, using him as bait.”

      She shook her head, considering the implications of the new strategy. “I was happy to coexist, but apparently Andrews doesn’t see that as an option. We’re going to need to take the fight to him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Julianna Sloane stood on her balcony, gazing down over the Vegas Strip and out at the sunset over the mountains. Melancholy suffused her as she contemplated how much Gabriel would’ve enjoyed the sight and what a life they could’ve had together if his obsession hadn’t resulted in his death.

      Hindsight made her wish she’d spoken more strongly against his plan. Still, he’d always needed her to be his unquestioned support, the one person he could trust to have his back, regardless. So, in the few moments where she might have cautioned him, she’d remained silent.

      Now I’m alone. Those bastards are going to pay for taking him from me. Every single one of them owes me blood. I’ve been letting the pot boil slowly for a while, so they’ll think they’ve got an understanding of the things that threaten them. But it’s almost time to turn up the heat to full.

      Her watch buzzed with a message from Thompson, saying she was on her way up. Julianna sighed, finished the whiskey in her tumbler, and headed back through the transparent sliding door into the coolness of her apartment. When her lieutenant entered the room, she was seated on the couch with a fresh glass. She gestured for her employee to take a seat diagonally from her. “So, Vicki, what do you know?”

      The other woman smiled. “Many things. Some of which you’ll find very interesting.”

      Julianna straightened a little at that. “Oh, really? How lovely. Let’s start with the boring stuff, though. What’s going on with Aces?”

      “Smith has the place under surveillance around-the-clock. We have a few drones up, and he’s watching from a hotel room on a tablet. I take over now and again so he can sleep. Being tired makes him cranky.” Julianna laughed at the joke, and Thompson continued, “From the outside, nothing seems to have changed, although they’re not meeting as many clients at the facility as usual.”

      “After the debacle at Invention, that might be a lack of business. That couldn’t have helped their reputation.”

      Thompson’s head bobbed. “Could be. But they have magicals on the payroll, so they don’t really need to use the doors to meet with people. It’s my bet they’re fully aware of the danger and are taking measures to deal with it.”

      Julianna asked, “Do you think they understood the message that their failures have become unsustainable where we’re concerned?”

      Her lieutenant laughed. “I’m sure of it, especially since they reached out to Scimitar and she turned them down.”

      A satisfied smile crept across her features. “Foolish of them to rely on a contact we provided in the first place. Of course, they had no way to know that Gabriel funded the infomancer’s career until she was ready to break out big on her own. That sort of thing breeds loyalty, even among business partners.”

      She shook her head, remembering her husband talking about what a good investment supporting Scimitar would be. It was a serious money loser for a year or two, but equipping the woman and helping her get up and running had indeed been worth it in the end. The infomancer had been able to scale up marvelously quickly because of it and had served them well on any number of occasions since. “Any word on Worldspan’s plans?”

      Thompson shook her head. “We made some inquiries, gentle ones as you requested, and Prash was completely unwilling to share. Apparently, she prefers to keep things secret at the moment.”

      Julianna swirled the ice in her glass and watched the ripples. “In character. She’s a proud woman.”

      “Or maybe a paranoid one. In any case, she did admit they’re going to move sooner rather than later.”

      “We’ll let her reluctance to reveal her plans stand for now. If they succeed in destroying or taking over Aces, it will be worth having trusted her. If they fail, we can always take a more active stance in the future. Do you see any need for us to be involved in that operation?”

      Thompson shrugged. “We might gain a little intel if we pretended to be on Aces’ side again, assuming they were stupid enough to trust us, but frankly I don’t think Worldspan needs any assistance. Unless Trenton and Grentham come up with something impressive, it’s unlikely they’ll be able to go toe to toe with the other company. Worldspan is bigger, and by reputation, meaner. There’s a reason they’re considered the best, I guess.”

      Julianna nodded. “Acceptable. Just in case, start looking around the companies in town for someone to replace Aces if things with Worldspan don’t work out. Ms. Prash might perceive she has more power than she does when this episode is over, and we will need options in hand if she becomes difficult.”

      Thompson patted her jacket over the spot where her ever-present pistol rested in a shoulder holster. “We always have options.”

      She laughed with genuine pleasure. “I love your confidence and the fact that you’ve never once failed to back it up with action. So. Tell me the news.”

      “There was a fracas last night. An attack on the Taka Tower.”

      Julianna was silent for a moment, surprised. Then she said, “Gabriel and I had planned to live there. The penthouse, of course. Someone was already occupying it, but we figured we could entice them to move or remove them against their will.”

      Thompson shifted her weight, seeming uncomfortable, but her tone was still light. “Well, after what the band of anti-human magicals in town did to it, you might want to wait a few months for the soot to clear.”

      “Is it destroyed?”

      “No, but the fire was pretty big before they got it under control, and I’m sure that smoke seeped through the whole place. Plus, they’ll have to make some serious repairs in places.”

      Makes sense. Unfortunate. It was a beautiful building. “Was anyone killed?”

      “No. The fire alarms went off before the attack started. Lucky break.”

      She snorted. “No such thing, I’m guessing. Did our vigilantes turn up?”

      Thompson chuckled. “They sure did. As did the PDA, with drones and in person.”

      Julianna was amused. “That must’ve been a mess.”

      “No video is available, unfortunately. Even Scimitar couldn’t retrieve any. But we did get a still image I think you’ll find interesting.”

      The other woman held out her phone. Julianna took it, then chuckled at the picture. “The Dante girls. Really. That is amusing.”

      Thompson accepted the device back with a nod. “So, you’re aware of them?”

      “Gabriel and I made it a point to know all the bounty hunters who might be coming after us. It was always easier to buy them off rather than deal with their investigations and pursuit. We mostly ignored those three, though, because they weren’t in our league. Although,” she said thoughtfully, remembering, “We did contract them for a non-bounty thing through an intermediary once if I recall properly. Were they after the vigilantes?”

      “Turns out, all three costumes are now level one bounties.”

      Julianna laughed. “Really? That’s an impressive play. Potentially a stupid one, but impressive nonetheless. Who’s in charge of the Paranormal Defense Agency there?”

      Thompson had the answer at hand. “Andrews. Paul Andrews.”

      “I remember hearing his name in Reno. Is he behind it?”

      “Scimitar says it was the PDA, yeah. She also said that Ely PD is essentially the cybersecurity version of Swiss cheese and that, quote, a sloth typing with two fingers could break into their systems in ten minutes.”

      Julianna snorted in amusement. “Well, that doesn’t speak well of the Ely police.”

      Thompson agreed, “It does not. Anyway, the vigilantes escaped, and the Angels faded. The police made some arrests but missed the leader.”

      “So, failures all around? Well done indeed.” She thought about the situation for a full minute, appreciating her subordinate’s recognition of the need not to interrupt her.

      Finally, she said, “You know, I think there’s an opportunity here. Contact those three and inform them I’d like to layer another contract on top of the one they’re on. Working for Andrews will give them a certain amount of access that we wouldn’t have otherwise, and I intend to use it.”

      Thompson nodded. “Will do. And if they ask what we need done?”

      Julianna grinned. “Once they accept, you can tell them they’ll be taking on the Council. It’s time to move into the eye-for-an-eye phase of the operation against those who took my husband from me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby stilled her features as she followed her father toward his seat in the Council chamber. She’d immediately spotted Paul Andrews standing in the opposite corner, deep in conversation with the new Council leader. She took her place behind Rayar, then leaned down and asked, “Is that who I think it is?”

      He glanced over and nodded. “Elnyier warned us he’d be here. Andrews, director of the local branch of the Paranormal Defense Agency.”

      Ruby shook her head and replied automatically, “Paranoid Defense Agency, more like. Strange to see him down here. I thought I was the only human allowed in the kemana.”

      Her father chuckled at her joke. “On occasion, we invite others. You know how it is.” He shrugged. “Besides, it would’ve been very inconvenient for all of us to go up there. He better mind his manners, though, or someone might accidentally portal him to the World In Between, rather than back to the surface.”

      Ruby shuddered. The mention of that hellish dimension never failed to scare her. “Even if he’s as bad as everyone says, that would be too evil.”

      If her father had intended to respond, the opportunity vanished as the last members flowed in and took their seats. Elnyier nodded to the assemblage and said, “Thank you all for coming. I know it’s strange not to have Maldren here, and I appreciate the support of those who have reached out since I was elected. I promise I will do my very best to respect and represent the enormously diverse viewpoints around this table.”

      Ruby’s eyes were on Grentham as the woman spoke, and she noticed his lips slightly moving after she finished speaking. Wonder what he’s saying to himself. For as much as he thinks she’s a better choice than Maldren, he doesn’t look at all happy.

      The Council leader continued, “Our guest is the head of the local office of the Paranormal Defense Agency. He requested a chance to talk to us, and given all that’s been going on in Magic City, it made sense to acquiesce. Director Andrews, the floor is yours.”

      He took a few steps forward from the corner he’d been leaning against. “First of all, thanks for the opportunity to speak to you. I know it’s rare for someone from the surface to be a part of your deliberations. I very much recognize that allowing me to attend was a decision not lightly made. Respecting that, I won’t waste your time.

      “To put it bluntly, we need to stop the magicals who are stirring up anti-human sentiment. My preference is that the Council would step up, do its job, and police your own. If you choose not to, however, I will handle it for you. Either way, though, it gets handled. I wanted to make sure that was abundantly clear.”

      Murmurs and side conversations sounded in response to his words, and Elnyier slapped a flat palm down on the table. “Council people, please. Let’s maintain some decorum here, shall we?” She locked her eyes on the Kilomea. “Bartrak, it seemed like you had something to say. Please share.”

      His bass rumble replied, “Very well. It is rather bold of this man to attempt to dictate terms to us when he is busy persecuting our people on the surface.”

      Andrews crossed his arms. “Care to explain that accusation?”

      Bartrak growled, “Drones everywhere. Your troops responding with, shall we say, enthusiasm to the idea of ‘policing magicals,’ as you put it.”

      The agent shrugged. “That’s our mandate, and have no doubt. We will live up to it as circumstances require. What I’m suggesting is that you alleviate our need to do so.”

      Andrielle said, “So what you want is for us to do your job with no compensation?”

      Andrews let one hand fall to his side and gestured at the assembly with the other. “Seems to me that as the major landowners in the city above, you have a vested interest in keeping things calm. Do you really think it’ll be that long before your human-hating troublemakers spill over onto the Strip and mess with the tourists you need to make your places profitable? I mean, the recent escalation should have been a clarion call to you all.”

      Elnyier replied neutrally, “You’re referring to Taka Tower?”

      He didn’t quite snarl, but it was close. “Of course I am. Attempting to burn down the building with people still inside? That’s a dangerous step in the wrong direction—way over any acceptable line. So, I guess you should consider this your fair warning that I won’t tolerate such things any longer. If you’re not going to take care of it, I will.”

      Ruby’s father, Rayar, replied, “Isn’t that why we have a police department? And a sheriff’s department?”

      Andrews shook his head. “No, you have those organizations to handle the problems they’re qualified to handle. When it comes to magical mischief-makers, you get to deal with my people and me. We, at least, understand how outclassed we are from the get-go and are properly equipped to level the playing field in a way local law enforcement can’t.”

      Grentham replied, “That’s a very authoritarian stance. Don’t you think you might be overstepping?”

      He snorted. “Those sound like the words of the Drow in charge. Oh, wait, sorry, the Drow in charge of the street gang. Guess I should be more specific.”

      Elnyier's tone and inflection remained unchanged. “That comment was beneath you, Director Andrews. I believe you have made your case. Please leave by the main exit, and one of my staff will see you safely home.” He nodded, suddenly looking concerned as if he realized he might’ve misstepped. Nonetheless, he departed. She said, “So, that was interesting.”

      A couple of chuckles greeted her words, but even they were tinged with anger. Bartrak, in particular, seemed to be barely restraining fury. “My people are already tired of the presence of the PDA in the city. We want them gone. Perhaps, if his focus is on the anti-human movement, eliminating it would be the best path to that end.”

      Elnyier shrugged. “Agreement, disagreement? Other opinions?”

      The conversation continued for twenty minutes, resulting in no action other than everyone recommitting to keeping their eyes open and sharing information. Ruby’s attention stayed locked on Elnyier throughout the proceedings. The woman seemed almost sleepily calm, completely removed from the issue at hand. That’s strange. The first big challenge of her administration, as it were, and she’s treating it like it’s nothing. I wonder why.
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        * * *

      

      After returning home, Ruby changed clothes and joined her father and mother in the study for a drink. Rayar opted for whiskey, but she and Sinnia chose hot chocolate, complete with a perfectly toasted marshmallow in the center. She ventured, “So we know what Andrews thinks about the Drow and his anti-human movement, and the Council seems unwilling to act, more or less. What’s the gossip in the casinos?”

      Her father said, “All sorts of talk, none of it good. I know this sounds crazy, but if you ask me, I think someone has taken up the reins Gabriel Sloane dropped when he died.”

      Her mother nodded. “I agree. This thing with the Drow whipping up a frenzy is just too coincidental. Feels like it has to all be part of the same big picture.”

      Ruby sipped her drink thoughtfully. “I’m not sure I agree with you. I don’t see how violence in the streets benefits whoever’s playing the role of the Nightmare. They’re probably connected, but cause-effect doesn’t quite ring true for me.”

      Her father shrugged. “We have too little information.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      Rayar said, “As Ruby Achera? Maybe hang out at the casino more often and see if your ears pick up things ours don’t while you’re working the floor.”

      A shiver ran through her at his tone. That was the first part of a two-part statement, and she feared he was about to reveal she’d blown her cover as the city’s defender. Instead, he continued, “As Mirra of the Mist Elves, it might be time for you to start throwing your weight around.”

      Relief washed through her. “Where? How?”

      Her mother laughed. “Seems to me that’s up to you, oh great leader. I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “You should be more respectful to me in my new, auspicious position.”

      Sinnia stuck out her tongue. “To me, you will always be the little kid who used my lipstick as battle paint on her face and pretended she was a Kilomea.” Her mother’s eyes sparkled. “I’m not sure Dralen has ever recovered from being hunted through the house against his will.”

      Ruby laughed. “Yeah, I had my moments of rottenness as a kid, it’s true.”

      Her father raised an eyebrow. “As a kid?”

      She scowled at him. “Okay, enough wandering down memory lane. The leader of the Mist Elves has important, nay, vital things to do.” She stood and stretched.

      Her mother asked, “Oh really? What?”

      A yawn delayed her answer momentarily. “Get some sleep. Honestly, Council meetings are so boring I almost passed out in the middle.” She waved as she left the room, her parents’ laughter following her down the hall.
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      After breakfast the next morning, Ruby spent the morning with her family, something she hadn’t been doing much lately. She planned to spend the afternoon and early evening with her roommates, who she’d also been neglecting. Late evening would be time for patrol with Idryll.

      Her plans upended when she received an afternoon text from Prex, the head of the Desert Ghosts motorcycle club.

      
        
        Probie twenty-three, your presence is required at an event this evening, beginning at nine p.m. We will be at the compound all night, so plan for it.

        

      

      She’d known something like this would be coming along, like she knew that eventually, Shentia would ask her to perform additional tasks to work off the debt she owed. Prex had explained when she joined that the club could call upon her when it wanted her, and her choice at that point would either be to acquiesce or resign. She’d come to appreciate the group members and saw herself staying aligned with them for as long as she was in Magic City, so the second option was right out.

      Ruby sighed. “Guess patrol is off the table. Idryll is going to whine.”

      She dressed simply in jeans, boots, a white T-shirt, and a leather jacket. Her sword she left behind, but she took her pendant and shield bracelets. Plus, she was now always wearing two of Daphne’s capsules. They were almost unnoticeable, and it would be foolish not to.

      By the time she arrived, the celebration was already well underway. Prex had a wide grin on his face and exchanged a double fist bump with her. Ruby asked, “What’s the deal?”

      “We’re having a party. First shift of servers has finished. Now it’s time for the probies to go to work.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nodded, and his voice had a challenging edge to it. “Beneath you?”

      She laughed. “No, not that. I’m just clumsy as hell and rarely meet a bottle I don’t manage to break.”

      He laughed and punched her in the arm. “You’ll fit right in. Get to it. People are thirsty.”

      Ruby found the other probies, a female gnome, and a male elf, and they divided the area among themselves. She made sure she had Prex’s group under her auspices so she could continue the banter they’d begun. The gig was simple. She walked around, asked people what they needed, and delivered it, whatever it was.

      She wound up running bottles of beer, going into the compound’s kitchen and carving up fruit for mixed drinks, ordering over a dozen pizzas during the evening, and collecting empties and pitching them into recycling bins.

      It took her about twenty minutes to get into the flow, and for the rest of the night she circulated, laughed, and worked hard. Not once did any of the larger issues in her life cross her mind. The evening was, in a word, blissful.

      People started falling asleep at around three in the morning, and by the time the sun rose, only a few of them were still awake. She sat beside Prex and said, “Anything I can get for you, boss?”

      He laughed. “You know, you claimed you weren’t good at this, but it appears you were fantastic at it. Everyone seemed to enjoy themselves.”

      “You have a great group here. Work hard, play hard. That’s the way it ought to be.”

      A smile stretched his face, and he gestured around him. “I’m lucky to be a part of this. I’m reminded of that in some small way every day. But you know what it’s like to care about your community.”

      She nodded. They usually didn’t discuss her costumed activities, but she’d never told him not to or anything. Since no one else was in earshot, she had zero concern. “Seems as if it’s all fracturing a bit at the moment, though.”

      He grunted. “Grentham informed us of the change in Council leadership. I didn’t love Maldren, and I don’t love Elnyier.”

      “You’d prefer to see him in the role?”

      Prex shrugged. “Chances are he’d be okay at some of it, but he doesn’t really have the personality for the gig. He’d say the wrong thing to the wrong person at the wrong moment, and we’d find ourselves in some kind of a giant mess.”

      “Seems like there are a bunch of hotheads on the Council. Elnyier, though, as near as I can tell, is made of ice.”

      He replied, “I don’t know her except by reputation, but that tracks with what I’ve heard.”

      “What else do you hear about her or whatever?”

      “A lot of people are asking questions on the street about the Council members and their families.”

      “Really?”

      Prex scratched his beard. “Yeah. Consensus is that some of those making the inquiries are PDA, which I guess makes sense. They have to suspect the anti-human thing has an inside connection.”

      She frowned since that thought hadn’t occurred to her. Not at a conscious level, anyway. “Really? Why is that?”

      “The heat gets turned up by one Drow, and suddenly another Drow is in charge of the Council? It’s not a particularly sophisticated calculus, you know?”

      Ruby chuckled at his phrasing. “Okay. If that’s your evidence, I’m sorry to say it fails to live up to any actual empirical standard.”

      “Whatever. I’m not saying they’re in it together because they’re Drow. I’m just saying I think she’s an opportunist and would be a fool to ignore that situation. People under stress always cling to a leader who seems strong, right?”

      “I believe I’ve heard that sentiment once or twice from people who should know.”

      He tipped his beer bottle toward her in acknowledgment. “The more concerning part is that my folks say that it’s not all PDA. That magicals are asking, and even some masked folks.” He stared at her hard, any pretense of intoxication vanishing.

      She lifted her hand. “Not me, not my companions, promise. I couldn't care less what the Council does, as long as they don’t screw things up more than they already are.”

      He said, “Really? Ruby Achera, fake human and new leader of the Mist Elves, doesn’t care about the Council?”

      She blinked and thought about denying it, but the confidence with which he delivered the words let her know there was no point. “How’d you find out?”

      He laughed. “Well, first, I’m not stupid. The Mist Elf face you’re wearing now has some vague similarities to the human Ruby. And you were never all that good at responding to the fake name you gave us when you wanted us to stop calling you Dragon Lady. Slipped once or twice when you heard something that sounded like your real one. I might have even done it a few times as a test.”

      “Yeah, I kind of suck as a liar.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Says the person who pretended to be a human for most of her life. What’s up with that, anyway?”

      She sighed. “It’s all very dramatic. My parents believed a prophecy of a sort could have referenced me. That made them worry about my safety, so they came up with this elaborate ruse. Might’ve been easier just to pretend I was a boy or something.”

      “I’m not sure how much of you is an illusion and how much is real, but I don’t think it would be easy to mistake you for a boy.”

      A laugh burst out of her. “Are you hitting on me?”

      He grinned. “Not my type. You’re too tall. But you have exquisite,” he looked her up and down, “bone structure.”

      She shook her head but couldn’t stop smiling. She’d noticed before that he treated sex like it was something funny, and frankly, that attitude worked just fine for her as long as it didn’t offend anyone involved in the conversation. “Bone structure, huh? That’s what you’re going with?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll have to ask my boyfriend if he likes my bone structure.”

      Prex nodded authoritatively. “Hundred bucks says he does.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Anyway, now you know. Is it a problem?”

      He shrugged. “That’s the thing about being part of the Desert Ghosts. We don’t care about your baggage, and we don’t care what you do when you’re not with us as long as you’re not a scumbag. So far, probie, you fit in just fine. But I guess I have to ask. Now that you’re all fancy and stuff, are you planning to leave us?”

      Ruby laughed. “Hell no. I love you people.”

      “Good. Because we’ve got another party scheduled next weekend, and you’ve made yourself invaluable as a server.”

      “Doesn’t my noble status earn me anything?”

      He nodded solemnly. “It does get you one thing.”

      She replied, “What?”

      He grinned. “Well, since you come from a rich family who owns a bloody casino, you’re springing for drinks at the next one.”

      “Counteroffer: I spring for drinks, but I get to attend. I’ll serve at the one after.”

      “Deal, but you have to buy pizzas, too.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Spoken like a natural negotiator. Done.” They closed the deal with a fist bump and leaned back in their chairs to watch the sunrise together.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Angelina Prash knelt in the middle of her office with her weight settled back on her heels. In her mind, she systematically eliminated all the distractions of the day, setting commonplace worries aside. The night to come would be decisive.

      It wasn’t her first battle, far from it. However, it was the first time she’d invaded the headquarters of a rival business. Part of her felt discomfort at the idea. She noted the emotion and let it fly free. The die was already cast, and what followed was inevitable.

      She opened her eyes, then stood. Her team was deploying from their new temporary headquarters in Magic City, an industrial plant on the edge of town that had fallen into disrepair. They’d already transported all the necessary gear. All that was left was for her to join them, don her battle armor, and give the word.

      Her partner wasn’t taking part in the evening’s adventure. His responsibility was the business side of the company, making deals and watching the books. The action end of things was her domain. Time to hold up my part of the bargain. She grabbed the leather jacket that went with her tight leather pants and opened the portal to Ely.

      After the incident at their headquarters, Angelina wasn’t taking any chances. She had more people than she needed, six teams of four plus herself and a guard to stay at her side. Each team had at least two upper-level employees who oversaw operations on the ground for their clients.

      The plan was to hit fast and barrel through the place to knock out any opposition before their target could react. She was completely aware the other company had to know they were coming. Unless they’re idiots, and I don’t think that’s fair to assume. That reality didn’t worry her. Worldspan hired the best, and when they knew traps might be present, her experts generally found them. When they don’t, we pay a benefit to the next of kin and hire a new expert. Hopefully a better one.

      Angelina had always maintained a certain emotional distance from others. Biographies she’d read suggested that powerful people, along with highly accomplished ones such as artists and scientists, often felt the same. Like they didn’t quite fit in, as if there was a gap of understanding between them and the rest of the world.

      Once upon a time, that had bothered her. She’d come to terms with it, though, and considered the ruthlessness it inspired to be an advantage in her line of work. It was also one of the reasons for the division of labor she shared with her partner. Each of us plays to our strengths, as it should be.

      The arming room was chaos compared to the serenity of her office. Magicals of most varieties talked, joked, and cursed as they donned their gear for the operation. She crossed to the tall rolling cabinet that held her equipment. It opened to her palm print, and she dressed quickly, already a minute or so behind the others.

      She zipped her jacket up to the throat and put her vest on over it. The ballistic protection was custom fitted for her and extended farther down than the ordinary version. Her belt went on next, and she slid her pistols into thigh holsters after checking to ensure she had anti-magic rounds loaded. Healing flasks slotted into straps behind the guns, just in case.

      Angelina strapped on protective armor at elbows and knees, plus longer plates at upper arms and forearms, with a similar arrangement on her legs. The result was something between a Special Forces unit and a football team’s equipment. A bandolier with grenade canisters attached went over it all, and a rifle on a strap connected to her vest at the optimum height for her to grab it.

      The new version of their eyewear, an upgrade over the ones Aces had stolen, finished the ensemble. She tapped the high-tech watch on her left wrist, triggering the self-diagnostic system of her comm and instructing it to interface with the glasses. A moment later, she had a stream of data on one side of her visual field, including minute-by-minute status updates from their drone watching the Aces facility.

      She drew her pistol, pointed it at a dartboard on the wall, and put the slightest pressure on the trigger. A dot appeared where the bullet should hit, which reassured her that her sights were as they should be. The accuracy improvement provided by the infrared targeting would give her people one more edge they probably wouldn’t need.

      Angelina locked the cabinet again, then turned to the woman who would be her escort. “We ready?”

      The Kilomea nodded with a wide grin. “Yeah. Ready to stomp some fools.”

      Confidence suffused her, and she laughed with pleasure. “You said it, my friend. Round these people up and let’s get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      The assault strategy had been war-gamed several times, refined after each, and finally, they had it as well planned as it was likely to get. The Aces facility had a securely fenced area in the rear, and while that would arguably provide a more concealed means of entry, she didn’t think anything would fool the Aces people at this point. From their first step into Worldspan’s Ely headquarters with malicious intent, they’d set a course with this moment as the inevitable result. So, she and her team had decided going in the front would be the best choice.

      Angelina had suggested blowing up the building without entering, but her partner had disagreed. She wasn’t sure if it was because he wanted vengeance of a more personal kind or if his avowed reasoning, to steal back their gear and take whatever Aces had, was the driving force. Despite his calm outward persona, he could be viciously ruthless when necessary.

      Ultimately, it didn’t matter. By the time they finished, Aces would be nothing more than dust. They opened a portal to the front of the building and organized into their attack formation.

      She nodded at the glass door, which was in the center of a whole wall of windows. Probably all bulletproof, not that that’s going to do them any good. “Team one, do your thing.” The magicals in that group ran forward and made a semi-circle around the entrance.

      A member was tasked with unit defense and called up a shield in front of them with small gaps his teammates could fire through. A second sent a wave of ice at the doors and windows that fronted the Aces lobby. A moment later, the third and fourth team members dispatched blasts of force, each taking half of the frontage. The net result was a blizzard of frozen glass shards flying into the lobby and nothing standing in the way of their entrance into the facility.

      Angelina ordered, “Teams two and three, take half and check for traps.” She didn’t need to give the orders. Everyone had memorized the opening moves. They’d planned the operation down to the smallest detail, and she’d briefed her people and tested their recall.

      Reinforcement never hurts, and it gives me something to do when what I really want is to fly in there at full speed and find that bloody dwarf. Just because she felt disconnected from others didn’t mean she was dispassionate. She’d happily spend an hour slicing into Grentham's flesh, applying copious amounts of lemon juice, and listening to him beg.

      They quickly cleared the obvious traps, pressure plates connected to a pair of retractable turrets in the ceiling. Her team located the backups as well, intersecting beams of infrared that would also set off the defenses. After a minute and a half, they were clear to proceed.

      As they’d planned, three teams went left, and three accompanied her to the right. The blueprint that Julianna Sloane provided had allowed them to analyze the most likely trap locations meticulously. It was amazingly detailed and showed heavy remodeling of the interior of the building. Her infomancer must be sharp. It would be seriously difficult to get this amount of data on our place, and I don’t think the Aces people are stupid about cybersecurity.

      She found herself smiling in anticipation and shifted back into her neutral game face. “Okay, people, remember, stay focused. Our primary concern at this point is locating traps without setting them off. Once we meet opposition, we take down said opposition and continue. No restraint required.”

      She stayed behind the first two teams and ahead of the third. As much as she’d prefer to lead from the front, she knew her value. Getting caught by a trap because she was overeager would be an incredibly stupid epitaph for a radically successful career.

      Finally, they met opposition. A group of four magicals set up an angled crossfire out of two offices, popping alternately out of the doorways to fire, then ducking back before a counterattack could catch them. They played their hand too early, allowing her people to evade the attack.

      Angelina scowled. “Amateur hour. Time for them to learn drywall isn’t any kind of protection.” That was all the cue her teams needed.

      Three of the four front team members fired force blasts at the walls concealing the Aces defenders. The fourth protected them, holding a pair of Kevlar plates hovering in mid-air to interpose against any decently targeted gunfire. In only a moment, the walls were down to splintered studs, and their enemies were fully visible. Team two cut them down in a hail of bullets.

      She shook her head. Idiots. “Good job, people. Keep moving.”

      As they progressed, she had to admit she was impressed with the defenses the Aces people had organized. If not for Worldspan’s superior technology and the skills of her magical trap finders, some of the moves her opposition had made would’ve been downright devastating. As it was, she lost an entire team on the other side of the building to some sort of homebrew explosive trap involving an oxygen cylinder. Several members of team three on her side wound up perforated with long nails after a trap that had remained dormant and unnoticed armed itself after they passed.

      Everyone had healing potions, so the injured nearest her would be back in action before too long, but the loss of the other group angered her. She’d logically known that it was unlikely they’d all come out the other end safely. That rarely happened in an operation like this. But she’d still hoped for that outcome, apparently, and was offended at having her hopes dashed. She snapped, “Do we have them yet?”

      The infomancer who was riding along on the operation replied, “No. They disabled the security system.”

      “You can’t re-enable it? There’s no way their people are as good as you.” It wasn’t a false compliment. He was exceedingly effective at what he did, and to have him admit being unable to accomplish something was almost unprecedented.

      “When I say they disabled it, I mean they physically unplugged the cameras and sensors that used to be part of the system. My guess is they have a different setup running, one they installed just for this purpose.”

      She nodded. “So, what you’re saying is they knew we were coming.”

      “Of course, just as you expected.”

      “Think it’s a trap?”

      The infomancer sounded doubtful, another unprecedented moment. “I couldn’t say.”

      A familiar voice came through speakers set in the walls as Grentham replied with a growl, “Oh, it’s most definitely a trap, Angelina.”
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      Jared shook his head with a small smile. “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

      He and his partner were in the garage, a spot his partner had selected as their fallback location. They’d been near the front of the building earlier, and he’d been the one to trigger the oxygen canister explosion that had taken out a number of the invaders. Jared had insisted on being part of the defense, and Grentham had agreed on the condition that they stayed together. Suits me fine. A little magical protection is always a nice thing.

      The traps they’d installed hadn’t worked nearly as well as hoped. None of the magical or sensor-triggered versions had been effective. Only the ones his people physically set off had remained undetected, and they were hodgepodge, improvised efforts at best. They’d managed to slow the invaders but failed to reduce their numbers significantly.

      Grentham replied, “What? She’s a wench, and she needs to know it.”

      Jared sighed but didn’t answer. They’d retreated to the garage several minutes before, and their infomancer provided continuous updates about the invaders’ progress. Their people had punched holes in the walls and run cables to cheap cameras hidden throughout the facility since the possibility of Scimitar gaining access to their regular system was too high. They didn’t know she was working for the other side, but they couldn’t afford the risk. Grentham said, “Better take your position and give the order.”

      Jared nodded. He tapped his comm and said, “Vacation time, people. I repeat, vacation time.” It was the signal for the defenders to find a safe spot to portal out of the building.

      He moved to the opposite end of the garage, where they’d prepared a bastion for him on the room’s left-hand side. They anticipated the enemy would use the main door in the center of the inner wall. He had a heavy SUV for cover, as well as some stacked crates and toolboxes.

      Grentham and any members of his team that hadn’t left yet would stand on the right side and draw the invaders’ attention. As long as they didn’t let the Worldspan people get behind them, they could easily skirt around the back and portal out, protected by the vehicle. It was a good plan, but they’d assumed there would be more defenders with them.

      The Aces troops had fought bravely, but the Worldspan people outmatched them from the start. Grentham had ordered them to retreat when wounded rather than continuing to fight, and most of them had made it out of the building or to their last-ditch positions before he gave the order to evacuate. They both assumed the enemy leader would want some personal payback with Grentham. In fact, their plans depended on it.

      When the door opened and someone who wasn’t Prash appeared, Jared was momentarily alarmed. Then the leather-clad warrior stepped through with a disappointed look on her face. She said, “Really? Just two of you?”

      Grentham laughed. “I only see two of you.”

      She grinned, showing teeth. “Give it a minute. My teams are cleaning your people’s blood off their boots.”

      Jared shook his head. “You’re mighty cavalier over a bunch of unnecessary deaths.”

      Her voice held a scowl that her face didn’t reflect. “I didn’t see you shed any tears when you blew up my building with people inside it.”

      “We knew you’d escape. And most of your people were already out when the ‘gas leak’ went up.”

      “My initial inclination was only to wound yours, but I’m afraid my folks got a little excitable. Seems they dislike you rather intensely.”

      Grentham said, “That’s okay. They’ll get what’s coming to them, eventually.”

      Prash shrugged. “This conversation is boring and stupid, just like you. Finish this, Dreana.” The Kilomea ran toward Grentham, who sent a fireball at her.

      Prash interposed a force shield to protect her partner and pulled up her rifle one-handed. She waved it in Jared’s direction with the trigger depressed, and he ducked to avoid the barrage. He rose again in time to hear the blast of Grentham's shotgun and enjoyed the rewarding sight of the Kilomea flying backward as a heavy slug slammed her in the chest.

      Unfortunately, there was an unrewarding sight to counterbalance it as eight more people flowed in through the doors. He called, “Grentham, quit screwing around.”

      The dwarf replied, “Yeah, yeah.” Turrets hidden in the ceiling dropped into view and roared to life, spitting bullets at the newcomers. The invaders reacted by diving into cover and interposing objects lying around in the garage to protect themselves.

      Jared snorted. As if we had enough money to load the turrets with anti-magic rounds. Still, safest play. He dropped onto his hands and knees and extended his rifle under the car, drawing a breath before pulling the trigger and sliding the weapon from side to side. His rounds were anti-magic, and his enemies hadn’t done an adequate job of covering their feet. He managed to drop two before lightning wreathed the SUV and forced him to roll away.

      He had a moment of clarity that being proximate to a gasoline-powered vehicle when the enemy had access to magical lightning and fire was a really stupid idea. Assuming I survive this, I have to think magically more often. He dashed around the back and ran for the opposite corner, where a small loading area would provide cover.

      Grentham copied their foes’ tactics to protect him, levitating objects into the path of incoming attacks. His partner called, “Too timid to finish this one-on-one, Angelina?”

      She snarled, “Whether it’s me or someone else, you’ll be just as dead, and I’ll be just as happy.” Her voice seemed off. Jared peered around the corner and saw her foot was bleeding as she limped toward cover. He lifted his rifle and shot at her but failed to connect.

      A heavy tool chest flew at him and forced him to dive aside. He hit the floor awkwardly, wrenching his back. He came up hobbled, unable to straighten, and took stock of the situation.

      Grentham managed to intercept all the attacks coming his way, but that left him no opportunity for offense. The one backup person who’d arrived during the fight was already down, and the plan had called for several magicals to be there in support. Apparently a bit optimistic. He said, “Might be time to leave, partner.”

      Grentham replied, “Just a minute or two more. If I can keep them in a stalemate, I’m sure someone will come in on our side.”

      Jared privately disagreed but deferred to the other man. He drew his pistol and aimed at an enemy who was in between attacks. The anti-magic rounds punched through whatever magical shield she might’ve had, and she dropped. He hit the catch to release the magazine and reached for a replacement, lifting the gun so it would be easier to slide in the new mag. At that moment, a pair of bullets burned into his torso through the armor gap under his right armpit, killing him.
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        * * *

      

      Grentham heard Jared cry out and twisted in time to see him fall. He reached out with his force magic and grabbed the SUV, sliding it between the attackers and his partner. He ran to Jared’s side and knelt beside him, layering force shields around them and nearby, translucent versions that would prevent his enemies from knowing exactly where they were. The other man’s eyes were open, but there was no one home. His mouth was parted as if in surprise that someone had shot him.

      The advanced trauma kit attached to Jared’s thigh emitted the steady sound that everyone who had ever seen a medical show knew meant that his pulse had dropped to zero. The human jerked convulsively as the kit shocked him to try to get his heart working properly again. Nonetheless, the relentless tone continued unchanged. I can’t portal him out of here until the machine does its job. I might mess it up. In retrospect, Grentham should have learned more about how the medical unit worked, but he never really imagined they’d wind up using it.

      Magic slammed into his defenses, and a quick look showed that he had maybe ten seconds before his enemies were in position to shoot through the magical barrier. There was no doubt in his mind that they had anti-magic bullets loaded, enough to put holes in him from head to toe. Finally, the tone changed to beeping, and the man before him gasped. Grentham created a portal underneath them, and they fell through it together.
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        * * *

      

      In the garage, Angelina frowned as the magical defenses suddenly cut off, revealing no one where the dwarf and the downed human had been. She shook her head. “You know, I really figured he’d stick around for a fight to the end.”

      The Kilomea, wincing as she moved, stepped up beside her. “We’ll get them next time.”

      Angelina sighed. “Maybe we can buy them out. This whole situation is a distraction we don’t need. It will be hard for them to keep operating once we steal all their stuff, which might give us enough leverage to convince them to sell. Is the other thing ready?”

      The other woman grinned. “Oh, yeah.”

      “Let’s get it done then.”

      Twenty minutes later, they’d thoroughly looted the facility, and she was back outside, gazing at the damaged lobby windows. “Blow it.” At her command, the signal went out to detonate the satchel charges they’d distributed throughout the structure.

      A loud crashing bang made her teeth vibrate, and the building shuddered for a moment in a way that rigid structures definitely shouldn’t. She watched it collapse in upon itself with immense satisfaction, the perfectly placed explosives leaving nothing higher than a doorway still standing.

      Angelina grinned. “Now that’s what I call a successful operation. Let’s get out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Elnyier surveyed the concerned faces of the Council members around her. Events on the surface had necessitated a special session. The others were doubtless fearful and irritated, each in their measure. At the end of the day, they’d prefer a quiet life with prosperous casinos and abundant recreation.

      She kept her expression neutral, but inside, she laughed dismissively. Small minds, small goals, small dreams. Not like me. She said, “I think we can assume that Grentham won’t be joining us, which means we’re all here. Who has useful information about the incident at Aces Security?” She had plenty from a source with first-hand knowledge, but she wasn’t interested in sharing it with them.

      Bartrak grunted, “Building blew up. Interesting how security companies keep going boom around here.”

      Anders Caruthers, the wizard, shook his head. “It’s nothing to make light of. Beyond the fact that many of us use that company and might now have to deal with service interruptions, it certainly isn’t good for the city’s reputation to have some bizarre war between corporations.”

      Rayar, who never failed to annoy her, added, “It does seem quite strange that Aces and Worldspan, assuming that they were the instigators and not only the victims, should turn from profit to combat. I wonder what’s going on behind the scenes there.”

      Elnyier knew. She’d been given notice before the operation as a token of respect from Angelina Prash. Again, she wasn’t about to share. Lachsan observed, “Whatever’s happening with them, it doesn’t really matter to us.”

      Anders countered, “Easy for you to say since you didn’t contract with either of them. I wonder how Challen feels about it.”

      The gnome blinked, apparently not expecting anyone to call upon him. “The incident at Invention was extremely unfortunate. We’re still making repairs. To their credit, Aces had offered to share the expense of doing so since they were responsible for security when the event happened. This event certainly enhances the rumor that the attack on our casino was more about Aces than about us.”

      Andrielle, the Atlantean, scowled. “Or, maybe it was more of the anti-human nonsense that’s been going around. Seriously, that’s bad for business. Elnyier, their leader is rumored to be one of your people. Can you talk to him?”

      She opened her mouth to give the woman an annoyed response at the insinuation, despite its accuracy, but all that came out was a gasp. The door to the chamber—kept locked during Council meeting— exploded into the room with the broken body of a security guard atop it. Three identically clad figures in tactical clothes and eye masks flowed in afterward, already on the attack.

      Bullets flew, accompanied by the chattering of guns, a sound Elnyier had never actually heard in person before. Lachsan, Andrielle, and Anders all spilled out of their chairs, victims of the initial volley. She rose and created a wall of shadow surrounding the Council. More gunfire sounded, and bullets sprayed through her protective shield. Fortunately, Challen and Rayar had ducked, and Bartrak was crouched beneath the line of fire, moving toward the trio.

      Rosalind had risen, however, and took a round in the chest that spun her around and dropped her to the floor. Elnyier switched tactics, letting the shield fall and grabbing the table with her force magic. She hurled it at the invaders, right over Bartrak's head, and it forced them to release their weapons and cast spells to stop it.

      The fact that it required all three of them to deal with the force she’d put out brought a fierce smile to her face. She followed the table with chairs, a cabinet, everything not bolted down, hoping she’d get lucky and score a hit. The trio stayed clustered, two of them protecting against her further attacks. The third repositioned her rifle, pointing it at the spot where Challen and Rayar huddled over the fallen witch.

      The gnome yelled, “We’ve gotta get out of here,” and Rayar replied, “Elnyier, Bartrak, come closer.” She complied, but the Kilomea had other plans. He threw himself in the path of the bullets aimed at the trio on the floor, the rounds punching into his heavy vest. The blow staggered him, but he righted himself and rushed forward, causing all three of the attackers to shift their attention to him as the closest threat.

      Elnyier spun and ran, passing through the portal Rayar had created. She panted in fear or outrage for a moment, then turned to assist in pulling the witch through. Her last view of the Council chamber showed Bartrak slumping to the floor, perforated by bullets and burned by magical fire.

      Rayar closed the portal and stared at her. She stared back, wondering why he had that look on his face. After a short delay, he said, “Elnyier. You need to alert the kemana that we’re under attack.”

      She jolted back to the moment. “Oh, right. Yes.” She opened a portal to her underground home, which had duplicates of all the communication options available in the castle, and rushed through. Right, we’ll get this under control first. Then I’m going to find out who those wenches were and where they live. We need to have a conversation about who sent them.
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        * * *

      

      Two minutes after Ruby had received Morrigan's message, she rushed out of her bedroom with Idryll at her heels. She found her father in the study, sitting in one of the leather chairs with a tumbler of whiskey in his hand. Her mother sat beside him with a matching glass. Normally she was a wine drinker, but apparently, the night’s events had rattled her, too. Ruby asked, “What’s the situation?”

      Rayar shrugged. She noticed he had droplets of blood on his suit, and his hair was far more rumpled than she’d ever seen it after breakfast time. “Rosalind is with Challen. He says she should be fine, that the bullet didn’t hit anything vital. Elnyier is off coordinating the response, I guess. I’m sure we’ll have a ton of Drow patrolling the streets and guarding the castle in no time.”

      Ruby blinked in disbelief. “And everyone else?”

      Her father sighed and finished the liquid in his glass, then refilled it halfway from the decanter at his side. “Lachsan, Andrielle, and Anders went down right away. Gunfire.” He shuddered a little, then continued, “Bartrak intercepted a bunch of bullets meant for Challen and me. I don’t think he made it, either.”

      Grief at the senseless killings and fury at the fact that they had happened in her city filled her. “Who did it? Who were they?”

      Sinnia unexpectedly replied, “He said they were three women, all dressed alike, wearing masks.”

      Her father added, “Different colored hair, though.”

      Ruby scowled. “I’ve heard about them. They were involved in the Taka Tower thing. Rumor has it they were helping the PDA with a bounty, going after the city’s protectors.” Demetrius had acquired that information for her after they’d appeared at that battle.

      She sat to avoid pacing, which would lead to gesturing, which would lead to ranting and possibly screaming. With an abundance of calm, she said, “I wonder if Andrews was behind this.”

      Her mother replied, “Surely he wouldn’t stoop so low as to attack the Council.”

      “I’d like to agree. But times are weird in Magic City, and all his actions suggest he’s under some kind of pressure. I have no idea from who.” Ruby shook her head. “Okay. Our primary concern is making sure our people keep their eyes open and report anything they see immediately. Can we use one of the numbers at Spirits as an above-ground reporting line and have people contact Matthias here in the kemana?”

      Her father waved a hand. “Yes, whatever you need to do. I’ll be able to help in just a few minutes once I get a bit steadier.” He drank off the rest of his whiskey. “Our world just got exponentially more dangerous, now that our leadership is compromised.”

      Ruby nodded. “True. But we’ll get through it like we always do.” Speaking of compromised, it’s time I had a little chat with Elnyier.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      The crisis had brought everyone home. Ruby and Morrigan took the lead to make sure their house had protection. It already had detection and security spells all around, but they checked them out one by one to ensure they were still working and fully powered.

      Dralen detailed several security guards from Spirits to patrol the area outside their house, claiming not to trust the new Council leader or her people. He got into an argument with Rayar about it, where the pair shouted words like martial law. Ruby wasn’t sure if they were talking about Elnyier's actions in the kemana, which admittedly now had a preponderance of Drow in evidence, or the behavior of the PDA above. One problem at a time.

      When the house was as prepared as it would get, Ruby went up to her room to prepare. She put on the dress she’d worn when she was confirmed as Mirra, for the first time wishing she had some sort of ornamentation that would indicate her status. Yes, I’m legitimate, and you should listen to me. It’s just that my crown melted into my head. I’m sure that’ll go over well.

      She snorted at her reflection. She was leaving all her normal magical protections behind because someone might’ve seen them on her costumed alter ego, and she didn’t want anyone making that particular connection.

      Idryll could travel in public in her true form rather than covered by an illusion that disguised her as a human or Mist Elf. Ruby thought they made an imposing pair. She met her companion’s eyes. “Time to throw our weight around. You ready?”

      For once, Idryll didn’t reply with a quip or an insult. “I am.”

      Ruby walked at a moderate pace through the kemana, neither trying to draw attention nor seeking to avoid it. The sight of the shapeshifter in her full furry glory was doubtless the reason most people stopped what they were doing to peer at them as they went by, however. Murmurs filled the air.

      The Mist Elves they passed touched a knuckle to their forehead in acknowledgment of her status, right where the crown would be if they’d been wearing it. She nodded and smiled at each, every interaction adding another layer of conviction and authority in her mind.

      She stopped at the palace door. It was closed, in itself a change from the norm. The guards were both armored in ceremonial garb and armed with long spears. Both were also Drow. “Mirra Ruby of the Mist Elves to see Elnyier.”

      One replied, “The lady is not seeing visitors.”

      She countered, “The lady,” she emphasized the title, “will see me, I’m sure. Please announce me.”

      The one on her right shook his head. The one on the left brought his weapon down in her direction. Before he could finish the action, Idryll had grabbed below the metal part of the spear with one hand and slashed through the wooden haft with the claws of her other.

      The second guard jerked as if he would move, and Ruby barked, “Let’s not. As I requested, please ask the lady to see me. If she refuses, we’ll leave peacefully.”

      Idryll growled, “But if you try anything like that again, I’m going to take this spear back from you and shove the point of it right down your throat.” She tossed the shortened weapon to the stunned guard and resumed her position at Ruby's side.

      Ruby whispered, “Way to set off an interspecies incident.”

      Her companion gave a soft snort. “She should consider upgrading her external defenses to models that have a brain.”

      Ruby managed not to laugh. A couple of moments later, the doors opened to reveal a guard who beckoned them forward. They exchanged no words as the guard brought them into a small office. Elnyier rose to shake her hand. “Mirra. Congratulations on your ascension.”

      She gestured to the other chair as she sat, and Ruby lowered herself into it. “The Mist Elves see their leader as more servant than deity so ascension might be the wrong word. Nonetheless, thank you for the comment.”

      Elnyier stilled her face to an expression Ruby recalled having seen her wear before. “So, what is so important that you felt the need to accost my guards?”

      Ruby replied calmly, “Actually, it was my companion who accosted your guards, and they moved first. She is honor-bound to defend me at all costs or avenge me, if necessary.” She had no idea if that last part was true, but dang, it sounded good. Maybe Dad was right, and I do need to throw my weight around a little more often.

      “Semantics. Please, I’m a busy person, as you no doubt are as well. The purpose of your visit?”

      Ruby shrugged. “To inform you that the Mist Elves will look out for our interests if needed. We do not cede all authority for defense of the kemana, or the city above, to you. And, if you don’t get things together and bring both places under control, you should expect that someone will replace you.”

      Elnyier laughed. “You believe your father can manage the votes?”

      Ruby shrugged again. “I think there are many ways to create an opening at the head of the Council.”

      The other woman’s eyes narrowed. “Did you just threaten me?”

      She stood. “No. I asked you to do your job and explained that there will be consequences if you do not. Perhaps you thought that leading the Council would be easy, or enjoyable, or lucrative. Or perhaps it was simply hubris that put you there. In any case, now we must rely on you to fulfill the obligations of the role. If you can’t, maybe you should see if Maldren is free.”

      She could tell she’d irritated the other woman by the way her teeth ground together as she said, “Farewell, Mirra.”

      Ruby nodded. “You as well, Lady.”
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        * * *

      

      After chatting with one of the bees in her bonnet, it was time to deal with the next. Ruby, Morrigan, and Idryll spent a couple of hours setting the stage. Then Ruby snuck into the back of a vehicle Demetrius had unlocked for her to wait.

      It didn’t take long before Paul Andrews and his second in command, Charlotte Krenn, emerged from the PDA office to head to dinner as they did most nights. When they climbed in the car, Ruby popped up from the backseat, fully costumed and holding one of Margrave’s lightning grenades. She’d passed the previous hour thinking through all the potential opening lines she might use, selecting and discarding them one after the other.

      Now, at the moment, only one seemed appropriate. She laughed as she tossed the grenade and called up a protective shield around herself. “You guys are so screwed.”

      When the pair regained consciousness, straps at elbows, wrists, knees, and ankles bound them to simple wooden chairs. Ruby and her partners had gagged the agents because Ruby wanted a chance to say what she’d come to say without being interrupted. She slapped each of them a few times to make sure they were fully awake. I might have hit Andrews a little harder than strictly necessary, but I think he’s earned it.

      She crouched so her dragon mask was eye-to-eye with the PDA director. “So, we meet again.” He tried to talk through the gag, and she slapped him again, gently this time. “No, no. You’re going to listen for a while. I’m sure you have a locator, and I’m sure people are on their way, but we’ll be gone before they get here.”

      When she said “we,” his eyes started frantically looking around. Ruby laughed. “Oh yes, my partners are here, too. One has an incendiary arrow ready to go. You may have noticed that everything in here is old wood, and this warehouse is in a location where it won’t damage anything else if it burns down. So, behave, please.”

      She prowled around the captive pair, letting the tension build. “We tried this the nice way. You responded by sending bounty hunters after us.” There were muffled shouts, and she shook her head. “Don’t try to deny it because I won’t believe you. It takes someone like you, someone who knows the system, to so blatantly misuse it.

      “You put a fake bounty on us, which attracted some hunters. You should consider yourself lucky you only listed us as a level one, or you might’ve ticked me off.” The way he’d worked the system still made her furious whenever she thought of it.

      “We’ve eliminated those false records, by the way. If you try it again, well, let’s just say you shouldn’t try it again, or evidence of your tampering will reach those above you. But let me get back to what I was saying. So, the bounty hunters you brought to town then tried to kill the Council.”

      Andrews struggled, and his muffled words grew more frantic. Ruby sighed. “The part where I said you need to shut up and listen? That’s a real thing. Shut the hell up.”

      She pushed her irritation away and continued speaking. “I don’t think you sent them after the Council. That would be incredibly stupid, and while you’re overly aggressive, disrespectful of people’s rights, generally a scumbag, and have dramatically questionable taste in cologne, one thing you aren’t is stupid.

      “So, either someone’s trying to frame you and get the PDA in trouble with Magic City above and below the surface, or someone took advantage of the situation and hired them for a different gig. Or both. I suppose the reason behind the action really doesn’t matter. The result is pretty clear.” She used magic to rip off his gag and asked the director, “So, am I right?”

      He scowled and worked his jaw for a moment. “I won’t confirm anything you said, but we had nothing to do with the attack on the Council. You’re correct. That would be the height of stupidity. Hell, I wanted the Council to help with things on the surface and told them so.”

      She laughed. “You may find that people in town don’t trust you all that much. I wonder why that is.” She walked around and removed the woman’s gag as well.

      Krenn didn’t speak, only stared daggers at her. Ruby patted her on the shoulder. “I know. I’m sorry his actions inconvenienced you. Still, you chose to work where you work, so you have only yourself to blame.”

      She circled back to Andrews. “I want to make sure we understand each other. From here on out, if you act against me and mine in any way, I won’t hurt your people. I won’t harm you physically. But I will burn your career to the ground.

      “Rest assured that I have the resources and the connections to do it. Your decision to mess with the Ely PD’s systems gave me all the evidence I need. So, do your job properly, without all the Gestapo tactics, and we’ll be cool.

      “Fail to do that, and your second here is going to get a promotion. Then I’ll have this conversation again with her. Although maybe with the fire already going as an incentive.”

      Ruby put her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the side. “The real question is whether we give you that chance or burn you down here and now.” She raised her voice. “What do you guys think?”

      Idryll replied, “Fire. Fire is good. I brought marshmallows.” Andrews and his sidekick started to struggle, probably a reflexive reaction.

      Morrigan said, “No. I don’t want to waste the arrow. Then I’d have to take, like, fifteen minutes to make another one. It’d be a whole thing. Let’s just go. Besides, his friends are inbound. He’d likely only end up getting singed, anyway.”

      Ruby nodded. “You got off lucky this time, Paulie. Make sure we don’t have to do this again.” She strode out of their lines of sight into the darkness of the warehouse and portaled back to the bunker. Right, that’s two problems down. Now I need to take care of some internal business.
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      Ruby met Diana in front of Shentia's shop as the agent stepped out and closed the door behind her. The other woman said, “Running errands for Nylotte, of course. You’d think at some point I’d be done with that, but no, apparently not.”

      She laughed. “I owe Shentia a whole bunch of tasks, so I know exactly what you mean.”

      It seemed odd now to see the agent without her almost ever-present sidekick, Rath. But it could be this isn’t something he’d fully understand. Ruby had asked Diana for advice on her current life situation, and Diana had decided it would be best to include her mentor in that conversation. Or maybe she knows he’d be bored. The agent created a portal connecting the two kemanas, and they stepped through to Stonesreach, the one underneath the city of Pittsburgh.

      Diana opened the door of Nylotte’s business, which on the outside largely resembled Shentia's. Inside, things were a little different. Nylotte’s place held fewer items, and the objects there seemed more elegant, or more expensive, or more rare. Or, in many cases, all three. The Drow was seated behind the counter that separated her from her clients. “Diana. Ruby. Welcome.”

      Diana replied, “Thanks for agreeing to join us on this.”

      Nylotte shrugged. “Always glad to be of assistance.”

      Ruby wondered what the woman’s involvement would wind up costing her. I’ve got part of an arm I might be willing to give up. Stupid artifact. She asked, “So, are we going to talk here?”

      The Drow chuckled. “Eager, are we? Actually, I think this would be an excellent moment for tea.”

      She stood and brushed by them on her way to the door, and they followed her outside. Ruby exchanged a glance with Diana, but the agent only shrugged. Nylotte led them to a modest restaurant, where the proprietor, another Drow, escorted them to a small loft. It held four tables, none occupied, and they selected the one in the farthest back corner.

      Nylotte filled the time with light conversation until their tea arrived, and they all took an appreciative sip in silence. Finally, she nodded. “Okay, now that our minds and spirits are at ease, speak.”

      Ruby replied, “I have a couple of questions. First, you may have heard I’m now the leader of the Mist Elves.” Both women shook their heads, and she laughed. “Well, I guess it’s fair to say it’s more notable if you’re a Mist Elf. Nonetheless, I am.”

      Nylotte frowned and looked at Diana. “Wasn’t the last girl you were involved with, Kelly or whatever, some kind of leader, too?”

      The agent rolled her eyes. “Please. You don’t forget anything. It’s Cali, and yes, though not of a whole magical group.”

      The Drow turned back to her, and Ruby decided the woman had commented to ensure she didn’t get too big a head about her new position. Nylotte asked, “So what’s the issue?”

      Ruby drew a deep breath. “Between the two of you, you have a lot of experience leading and mentoring. I wondered if you have any pointers to share.”

      Nylotte lifted an eyebrow. “If you have to ask that question, you’re not ready.”

      Diana sighed and shook her head. “Honestly, you’re in a snit today, aren’t you?” She reached over and gripped Ruby’s arm briefly.

      “Based on my experience with you, you’ll do fine, regardless of what sourpuss there says. Long story short, you can only make decisions with the knowledge you have, so do your best to ensure new information is always flowing in from as diverse a set of sources as possible. Beyond that, be kind when you’re able, hard when you have to, and as even-handed and consistent as circumstances allow.”

      The advice helped Ruby release some tension. “It’s good to hear that since I was sort of already thinking along those lines. I’ll try to make sure I do that.”

      Diana replied, “You’ll do great. Seriously. Don’t stress about it. What’s the other thing?”

      Ruby absently rubbed her arm. “I think you both know I’m the reluctant owner of a Rhazdon artifact. In the inner space where I talk to my sword, I can also talk to the artifact. It offered to train me to cast spells through the sword. Says it can do so much more effectively and efficiently than anyplace else I might get that knowledge.”

      Nylotte frowned. “Does it now? Seems strange that the entity in the sword hasn’t done that for you.”

      “Entities,” Ruby specified. “They didn’t believe it was possible. Apparently, in this, the Atlantean has knowledge they do not.”

      Diana asked, “The Atlantean?”

      Ruby waved a hand. “The representation of the artifact in my head is an Atlantean man. He’s a jerk.”

      Nylotte replied, “Kelly’s Atlantean.”

      Diana sighed. “Cali. Sometimes it’s hard to tell if you’re getting meaner or just senile. Anyway, I don’t think what form the artifact chooses as its avatar is a vital concern. Do you have any other way to learn this information?”

      Ruby shrugged. “My mentor on Oriceran doesn’t have that skill, as far as I know. Certainly, she’s neither shown that ability during our bouts nor offered to teach me.”

      Nylotte replied, “Not every artifact can do it, and not everyone who uses an artifact can, either. It requires a deep level of synergy between the wielder and the weapon.”

      Ruby frowned. “Does that mean I’ll be risking a deeper connection with the Rhazdon artifact, too?”

      The Drow looked thoughtful. “It’s entirely possible. I couldn’t say for certain, as this isn’t something I’ve had personal experience with before.”

      Diana said, “I understand how important being able to do this would be for your fighting style. That certainly adds weight to one side of the scale.”

      Ruby’s head bobbed. “Very much so.”

      Nylotte commented, “I could potentially teach you, but I couldn’t do it quickly. I would have to spend substantial time communing with the personalities in your sword and adapting to them before I’d know exactly how to guide you to the appropriate connection.”

      Diana replied, “Which the artifact has likely already done, giving it an advantage.”

      Ruby said, “You seem to think it’s a good idea.”

      The agent shrugged. “It would be a useful skill for you to have. If that’s the only way to get it in a reasonable timeframe, then the answer becomes kind of obvious.”

      She drew a deep breath, then released slowly. “If I decide to do it, do you have any suggestions about how?”

      Diana nodded. “Definitely. Do it here.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Ruby was kneeling in the centermost ring of Nylotte’s circle of wards. She had already descended from the outermost portion of her mind to a meditative space and was ready to move on. Diana said, sounding like she was speaking from a long distance away, “If you need anything, we’re here.”

      Since the problem is my brain, I’m not sure what all you can do from there. “Thanks. Here goes nothing.”

      She placed her hand on the artifact, and it squirmed under her touch. Fighting down nausea, she imagined her rug and chairs in the grassland expanse and tried to will herself to go there. Instead, her perceptions shifted, and she found herself on a landscape full of sharp-edged formations and painted in harsh colors. A hot wind whipped through the space, and the Atlantean stepped into view. He said, “So you decided to accept my training. Smart girl.”

      “Let’s get one thing straight. I’m in charge here.”

      He laughed. “Oh, of course.”

      She scowled. “No, I mean it. Any games and I might have to find out if cutting off a limb can truly free one of a Rhazdon artifact.”

      He replied dismissively, “Others have tried. Didn’t work.”

      “Like I’d believe you on that matter.”

      The Atlantean nodded. “So you can learn, excellent. Let’s begin. Bring yourself into a fighting stance.” She complied. He continued, “Imagine the sword in your hands.” She did as he asked and felt the cold metal of the hilt pressing into her skin.

      “It’s a simple mental shift. Right now, you cast with your hands, your voice, your body. The key is imagining the weapon is as seamlessly you as those things are. It stands to reason that if the sword is merely another body part, you can cast magic through it.”

      Ruby replied, “It’s that easy?”

      “To find the starting point, yes. To achieve the necessary connection, less so. But I am prepared to guide you once you begin.”

      She drew a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay, I’ll try.” She imagined the sword as an extension of her arm and considered what it would be like to feel the magic spreading from her hand into the weapon.

      Ruby focused on visualizing that feeling, making it as real as she could in her mind. She was uncharacteristically patient with herself, letting the image build at its own pace. When she found blockages barring her way, the Atlantean gave her advice, and she moved gently around them to find new paths.

      In the end, Ruby felt like she had made progress, maybe even succeeded. Maintaining the idea of her sword as an extension of her arm had become, if not easy, then not incredibly complicated, either. She said, “I’ll have to try this outside, of course.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Thank you for your help.” She returned to the real world, where her sword lay on her palms. She concentrated on it while also sending her thoughts toward its inhabitants, asking for their help. After a moment of intense visualization of the weapon as an extension of her body, it began to glow softly.

      Diana clapped, and Nylotte said, “Well done, Ruby. It will take more practice and more effort to make it part of your arsenal, but you’ve taken an important first step.”

      She rose and nodded, but inside she groaned. Where am I going to find time for more training?
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      After returning from her meeting-turned-training-session with Diana and Nylotte, Ruby decided the status quo couldn’t be allowed to stand any longer. She summoned Morrigan and Idryll to the bunker, and they gathered in the living room. The other two sat, but she was too keyed up for immobility.

      She paced as she laid it out for them. “Okay, even after our intervention with Andrews, he’ll still use the Drow as an excuse to hinder us. It gives him the greatest amount of cover and deniability if we make good on our threat to go to his higher-ups.”

      Idryll asked, “Why threaten? Why not just do it?”

      Ruby sighed. “The thing is, while I don’t like him personally and I think he made some bad choices professionally, Andrews is fundamentally on the same side we are. At Taka Tower, he made the call to redirect his resources toward the real threat rather than us. So, except as a true last resort, I wouldn’t feel right burning him. Literally or figuratively.”

      Idryll grunted. “I don’t have a problem with it.”

      Morrigan shook her head. “I’m with Ruby on this one. He’s a scumbag, but not fundamentally bad. Maybe the hard reset we gave him will help.”

      Ruby continued, “So, he’s one nexus of problems, and we’ve done what we can with him. Elnyier is another, and hopefully, the visit from the Mirra will make a difference. I doubt it, but at least there’s a line in the sand that she has to consider now. That leaves our other nexus of problems, the hat-wearing Drow.”

      Idryll said, “When he goes down, I get the hat. I’d look great in it.”

      Morrigan laughed, and Ruby replied, “Done deal. Taking him out serves multiple purposes. It gives Andrews less excuse to mess with us, damages Elnyier's aspirations if she’s using his actions to influence the Council, and, oh yeah, by the way, protects everyone in Magic City from the chaos he sows. Time to quit reacting and start acting.”

      Morrigan asked, “How do we find him?”

      “Demetrius has been working on that problem and is pretty sure he has a solution for us. Or, more specifically, he’ll have one sometime this evening.”

      Magic spilled out of the receiving room, and Margrave stepped in to join them. “Howdy, neighbors. I bring toys.”

      They accepted reloads for the items they’d expended in the battle at Taka Tower. He also handed over a thin rectangular container holding five darts, with a slide on either side of the case. He said, “Left-hand slide deploys them one by one. You have to redo it for each dart. Right-hand one pops them all up at once, in a declining pattern. The change allowed me to make the case smaller, and it will be a lot easier to get a grip on the darts.”

      Ruby accepted it and admired the craftsmanship. “You do good work, my friend. And I’m sorry to say we need a restock on pretty much everything. We’re out of backups.”

      Margrave shook his head with a laugh. “Expensive business you’re in, this defending the city stuff.”

      She sighed. “Yeah, tell me about it. I’m pretty sure I owe Shentia about a year of my life at this point.” He laughed, and she continued, “I’ll get some money thrown your way. Not sure how. Maybe I’ll embezzle some from Morrigan's bank account.”

      Her sister warned, “Try it, and I’ll visit powerful vengeance upon you. Hack Dralen's instead.”

      Ruby grinned. “I figured we’d already drained his accounts. Sure, we can take whatever’s left.”

      They joked for a few minutes more, then Demetrius’s voice came over her comm. “I’ve got them.”

      She, Idryll, and Morrigan instantly sobered, and Margrave looked confused by the change. She explained, “We just got the call. Time to head out to work.”

      He nodded. “I’ll leave you to it and get started on that resupply.” He left quietly, and the trio moved into the arming room.

      Ruby said, “Don’t cut any corners. This one’s going to be tough.”

      She pulled on her base layer, zipped it up, and used donning of each additional item to still her mind and focus her will on the night to come. Physical defense came first, in the form of her heavy boots, her vest, and lightweight armor plates over her shins. She’d been using that part of her body often to block and strike with, and the loss of a tiny amount of speed was a good exchange for reducing the pain of the frequent impacts.

      Magical defenses came next. She slipped on her fully recharged shield bracelets, added her shield and illusion pendants, and slid healing flasks into her belt and vest. As usual, she wore a healing capsule and energy capsule underneath her clothes. By the time she completed her defenses, she’d eliminated almost all concerns other than dealing with the Drow and his people.

      Then it was time for offense. Ruby checked to ensure the throwing daggers hadn’t magically vanished from her boots and reached to pat her wrist dagger, only belatedly remembering she’d returned it to Shentia. She touched the pistol in the holster on that hip instead. She didn’t need to check that its loadout held anti-magic bullets. She’d cleaned and readied the weapon earlier in the day, doing the same for Morrigan's gun.

      The EMP snapped into a holder on her belt, and she touched each of her grenades in turn, reminding herself of their positions. It wasn’t hard since she kept the explosives to the left of the belt buckle, lightning to the right, and the flash-bangs on the left side of her lower back.

      The spare darts went on her left side as well because she would need to pull them out with her right hand now that the dart gun was on her left forearm. Next, she slipped the stun knuckles onto her right hand. Finally, she slid into her sword harness and reached back to check the draw. Shalia and Tyrsh touched her mind as her hand gripped the hilt, signaling their readiness to assist. She completed her preparations by slipping on her mask. “I’m ready.”

      Morrigan said, “Me too.”

      Idryll sighed loudly. “All those movies where it takes women forever to get dressed? I understand that now. Can we get a move on?”

      Instead of replying, Morrigan opened a portal. She said, “D told me where we’re heading. This will put us about a block away.”

      Ruby replied, “Outstanding. Let’s do it.”

      They stepped through to another part of the city. She had no real idea where they were. The rooftop offered no obvious landmarks other than the light spilling into the sky from the Strip in the distance. Morrigan led the way to the other end of the building and pointed at the warehouse across the street. “He says that’s the one.”

      Ruby asked, “Tree, how sure are you of this? How did you figure it out?”

      Her boyfriend’s response was uncharacteristically subdued. “I called in a favor to refine the triangulation algorithm and applied it to all sightings of the anti-human movement group. Cross-indexing that by time taken to travel, I wound up with three general zones where they could be based.

      “I pulled down all the information I could get from PDA drones that had surveyed those areas. That narrowed it further, and I put up some of my drones to watch. They spotted a bunch of people going in there, and they’re definitely not warehouse workers. I’m highly confident that’s their operating base. Or it’s empty and is simply a portal spot.”

      Ruby replied, “Good enough for me.” Morrigan opened a portal so they could step through to the other building, and they scouted the rooftop warily under their veils, looking for surveillance or traps. They found none and advanced to the centermost of the five skylights positioned equidistantly across the structure. A couple of dozen people were inside, not engaged in any particular activity. Ruby said, “Looks like we got to them before they started whatever adventure they have planned for the night.”

      Idryll remarked, “Too bad for them.”

      Morrigan asked, “We going in quiet, or we going in loud?”

      Ruby replied, “A little of both. We’re going in smart. Idryll, open the skylight without breaking it, please.”

      The shapeshifter muttered something that sounded like an insult as she complied. Ruby dropped in all three of her lightning grenades, followed by a couple of flash-bangs. Morrigan, on the opposite side of the opening, dispatched her gas and sonic arrows. Idryll asked, “Are you finished?”

      Ruby nodded. “Go for it.”

      The shapeshifter grinned and jumped through the opening. Morrigan said, “She’s a maniac.”

      “Right?”

      As Ruby followed Idryll down, her sister’s voice observed, “Perfect companion for you, then. You’re both nuts.”

      She landed on a blast of force to kill her velocity and replied, “Well, you’re with us voluntarily, so doesn’t that make you crazy, too?”

      Morrigan replied, “No, just stupid.”

      She grinned, amused by her sister’s words and the chaos of the people running around in reaction to their sneak attack. “So, same as always then.” One of the Drow’s gang noticed her and shouted, and her grin turned to a look of quiet determination. “All right. Stay nonfatal, be safe, knock out the opposition, and find the leader. Go to it.”
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      Morrigan descended slowly into the space, the grapnel on her belt suspending her in midair after a few seconds. The initial barrage had taken out about a third of the group, but they were still notably outnumbered. She drew and fired her flash-bang arrow at a cluster in the corner that seemed like they were getting organized. Her targets stumbled away from the cacophony, cursing and moaning.

      She selected a razor arrow and put it through the leg of a motionless Kilomea crouched behind a forklift, who was waiting for Idryll to draw near enough for him to pounce. Confidence in her accuracy had returned in full, and she felt the likelihood of a fatal wound was minimal. I’ll do my best, but that means taking easy shots as they present themselves, too. Dropping him early ensures I don’t have to risk a reaction shot at him later. She was aware her thoughts amounted to justification rather than deliberation, but she was good with that.

      A burst of flame rose at an angle. Morrigan slapped the button to release the grapnel, falling the rest of the way to the floor to avoid the fireball and landing on a blast of force magic.

      She smoothly drew and fired an arrow at the elf who’d tried to burn her, but he waved a hand, and her projectile veered harmlessly to the side. She sent another on a slower arc, knowing he’d do the same again but using his distraction as an opportunity to close. Her bow transformed into a baton, and she shoved it into the holster on her thigh.

      By the time she reached the elf, her daggers were in her hands. She attacked him as she arrived, not allowing him enough time to marshal magic defenses. He slapped at her hands ineffectively, apparently entirely reliant on his magic.

      She sliced him several times in the initial flurry, which discomfited him sufficiently that when he raised his hands to summon a spell, it failed to materialize. Morrigan lashed out with her foot, slamming him in the groin, and he crumpled. “Idiot.” She summoned a veil and ran for cover, sheathing her daggers and retrieving her bow on the way.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll reveled in the freedom to lay into the surrounding enemies. The battle at Taka Tower had been frustrating on several levels. It had been evident to her they had no chance of adequately defending the building, so their main objective was out of reach from the start. Then the Drow’s swords had proven too much for her defenses. She had a plan for that if she met him again, and she intensely hoped that opportunity would materialize.

      In the meantime, taking out his minions was deeply pleasurable. She used her natural agility to great advantage, sliding out of the way of attacks, shifting from one opponent to the next to sow confusion and create targeting challenges, and slicing with her claws at areas that would cause pain and distraction rather than lasting damage. She’d partially transformed to increase her speed and strength, and already several opponents were down.

      A Kilomea caught her with one of the pair of axes he wielded and knocked her off balance to slam into a nearby wall. He advanced quickly, weaving the blades through a defensive pattern that showed his mastery of them. He’d struck her with the flat part of the weapon, her last-minute twist allowing her to avoid the edge, so the wound was more to her pride than to her body.

      She strode forward to meet him, increasing her transformation to strengthen her muscles further. She loved fighting the giant creatures and considered them a worthy rival in a way that most other magicals and humans weren’t.

      The Kilomea recognized her as a threat. His approach turned cautious, and he was careful not to overreach as he sliced at her with the axes. She batted the first blows aside contemptuously, her speed now near its maximum potential. The blocks left an opening, and she slid in and slammed his chest with her shoulder, knocking him back a couple of steps. He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug, with her body still perpendicular to his.

      He smashed his forehead in at her ear, and she jerked her head away in time to take the brunt of the impact on her collarbone. It withstood the blow without cracking, something she was sure it wouldn’t have done in her normal humanoid form. She couldn’t move a lot, but he’d foolishly left a vulnerable spot unprotected.

      She whipped a quick hammer fist into his groin, then snarled in frustration as it impacted some sort of metal armor. The Kilomea laughed and squeezed harder. Idryll found his grin entirely annoying. “As much as I’d like to play with you, I don’t have the time right now.”

      She transformed into a tiger, jumped up, and turned in the small amount of free space the shape change provided. All four sets of claws raked her foe. He fell back with a harsh bellow of pain, and she twisted to land on her feet.

      The mask on its elastic strap was still in place, and her equipment belt had released when she transformed. She leapt at him, and he dropped onto his back to allow her to pass overhead, lifting both axes so she’d slice herself on them as she crossed.

      A quick change into her house cat form carried her up and over the weapons, the momentum of her bigger body easily sending her smaller one higher and farther. She was back in tiger form by the time she landed and spun to charge him. He tried to scramble to his feet, but she caught him in the middle of his rise and slammed bodily into him.

      He crashed against the wall with the sound of at least one breaking bone, and she raced forward to bite the forearm of the hand that still held a weapon. She savaged the limb, wrenching it back and forth, cutting muscles and tendons. When she finished, he was clearly out of the fight.

      Idryll transformed back into her humanoid form, secured her fallen mask and equipment belt, and threw the medical pouch from her belt down to the wounded Kilomea. “Better stop the bleeding, or you won’t be around to see how your gang crumbles.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby focused on fighting with her sword, using her off-hand alternately to shield and cast offensive magic. She was careful to strike with the flat of the blade and to cut in nonfatal areas. It was a difficult line to walk, given how many enemies were present. Some of those who’d gone down in the initial barrage were climbing back to their feet, and she hoped they’d have the good sense to run rather than continue to fight.

      That thought led to another. “We need to keep a few of these jerks around for questioning. I haven’t seen the leader, have you?” The others replied in the negative, and Ruby shook her head. “Maybe one of these chuckleheads knows where he is. We have to finish them fast.”

      Morrigan replied, “On it.”

      Idryll said, “Less talking, more fighting, fearless leader.”

      Ruby snorted and took down a dwarf with a blast of force magic that smashed him into the gnome next to him. While they were both dazed, she tapped them with the stun knuckles, knocking them out. She’d already expended three darts and fired two more in rapid succession at an approaching Kilomea. He managed to deflect the first with his giant club—is that a cricket bat?—but the second lodged in his cheek. He looked annoyed, then confused, and fell.

      She cast a veil and ran for cover, then hit the slide to pop up her reloads. She inserted them into the dart gun’s chambers through the cleverly hinged back that allowed the dart to slide through in one direction but prevented it from slipping back out afterward. Margrave, you’re a genius.

      A body bumped into her back, and she spun to exchange blows with an angry-faced female elf. She looks like a true believer to me, unlike a lot of these folks. Ruby hit her in the face with a back fist, then kicked her legs out from underneath her, causing her to drop the large knife she’d gripped. A dart into her bare arm sent the elf off to dreamland.

      A blast of fire washed over her, and she turned toward the source. Her shields held against the magic, and when it stopped, she was entirely shocked to see her roommate, Shiannor, standing in front of her.

      She redirected her reflexive sword slash so it would miss him, then nailed him with a dart as well. She didn’t have time to wonder at his presence there, other than to think that maybe the elf chick she’d dropped just before had been the mysterious girlfriend Liam had mentioned. I can’t imagine another explanation for his being here unless he’s been completely dishonest about who he is.

      She and her team fought for several more minutes, making sure they had subdued everyone who wasn’t smart enough to run away. Finally, about a dozen of the Drow’s minions were seated or lying in a circle, back to back, and Morrigan was above on overwatch with an arrow nocked. Ruby explained that anyone who even thought about standing would wind up dead from the sudden manifestation of an arrowhead in a vital location, and the fight went out of their opponents.

      She kicked a dwarf in the foot. “Hey, where’s your boss?” He swore at her, and Ruby sighed. Idryll tried another with no more success. Then Ruby had a thought. “Kitty cat, drag one over to that corner and see if you can persuade him to talk. I’ll take this one and do the same.” She grabbed Shiannor by his shirt, dragged him to his feet, and threw him toward the opposite side of the warehouse.

      He took a clumsy swing at her as they neared their destination. She ducked it and pushed him hard enough that he slammed back against the wall with a groan. Sorry, Shia, but you put yourself into this situation voluntarily.

      She got right up in his face and growled hoarsely, “I recognize you. You’re the one I’ve seen at the Grinding Axes with the dwarf and the witch. I wonder if your friends over there on the ground know you hang out with a human voluntarily. I wonder what they’d do to you and your bar friends if they found out.”

      He paled, and his eyes shifted to the group Morrigan was guarding. Ruby wondered if he was looking at his girlfriend but didn’t glance over to check. “You have two options. Option one, you go to jail, where the dwarf, the witch, the human, and the other guy that hangs out with you will join you. Accomplices, people of interest, whatever. Their lives will never be the same, and it will be all your fault.”

      His cringe was satisfying. She continued, “Or, you tell me where your boss is, and you maybe manage to escape from here before the sheriff arrives to arrest you and your friends. Your choice, make it right now.”

      Shiannor’s face crumpled as she watched. “He left just before you got here. Headed for Darkest Night.”

      She patted him on the shoulder. “Good choice. Don’t let me find you hanging with this crowd again, or it’ll be option one.”

      Morrigan, who’d been listening in over the comm, said, “Well, now we’re screwed. We can’t barrel into a casino like this.”

      Ruby ran over, launched Idryll up when the tiger-woman joined her, then force-boosted herself up through the skylight to land cleanly on the roof. “Believe it or not, I have a plan.”
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      It felt weird walking into the Darkest Night casino wearing her natural Mist Elf features. She’d returned to the bunker to quick-change, throwing on the jeans and t-shirt she’d worn earlier in the day, and carried only her purse, which held nothing suspicious. Her sole magic item was the illusion pendant she’d always worn to help with her human disguise, which had proven to be virtually undetectable. The others had argued against the plan, but they couldn’t enter in costume, and her sister was immediately recognizable.

      She had little doubt that the magic sensors at the casino entrance would be able to detect a complex disguise since security had been upgraded yet again in most of the casinos. So, the least detectable option was Ruby in her true form. She detoured into the restroom and emerged in the Mist Elf persona she used with the biker gang in place of her natural features.

      No one outside the Desert Ghosts and the abbey knew that person, and she didn’t imagine those folks would overlap much with the casino crowd. A couple of Drow were part of the group, but she couldn’t worry about every possible problem, or she’d be unable to act at all.

      She walked the floor with a purpose, looking for her target’s telltale hat, the only thing that would allow her to spot him from a distance in the sea of Dark Elves that filled the casino. Other magicals were present, naturally, and even some humans milled about, but probably half were of the species that owned the casino.

      It was easy to understand the appeal of the place. The false night sky was gorgeous, and the images set into it invoked fear at a visceral level. She found it enthralling and was sure everyone else did, too. Darkest Night had been one of her favorite casinos before the leader of the anti-human movement and the new head of the Council had soured her on Dark Elves. She tried not to judge the many by the few, but it was difficult when the few were so problematic.

      She carefully avoided the tables with anti-magic emitters as she circulated, afraid of revealing her disguise. It took fifteen minutes of searching, but finally, she found him headed toward the casino's second floor. She made a beeline to his location and “accidentally” bumped into him, sliding a locator she’d hidden under her purse strap beneath the lapel of his jacket. She apologized in a tumble of words. “Sorry, totally my fault. I’m a little tipsy.”

      He stared down at her and growled, “Clumsy. Be better.”

      She apologized again and turned, orienting herself on the exit doors and weaving in that direction. She made it about ten steps before a trio of security guards blocked her path. The meanest-looking one directed, “Come with us, please, ma’am.”

      Ruby considered fighting her way out, but the odds against her were too great. Unless it was life or death, she had to continue pretending to be an average everyday Mist Elf without much going on inside her head. No problem, I’ll just try to be like Morrigan.

      They escorted her to a small room in the backstage portion of the casino. She noted cameras along the way and further noted that the room they’d entered didn’t seem to have one. It was a featureless chamber, with white walls, magical lighting in the corners, and a single metal chair in the center. “Sit,” the guard ordered, and she complied without argument.

      A few minutes later, the door opened, and a severe-looking Drow in a perfectly tailored suit walked in. The woman had long white hair bound into a ponytail and secured with a series of jeweled bands. It came down over her shoulder and lay on her chest until she tossed it back out of the way and stepped forward toward Ruby.

      She made a show of slipping on a leather glove and unceremoniously slapped Ruby across the face with it. “Who are you, and why were you following that person?”

      Ruby worked her jaw. Wench hits hard. Her lip felt like it was swelling already. “I wasn’t.” The lie earned her a backhand blow, snapping her head in the opposite direction. “Ouch. Cut it out.”

      The Drow chuckled. “You’re a very poor liar. Why were you following him?”

      She looked up at the woman, restraining herself from counterattacking. Taking her assailant would be easy. Managing to get all three of the other guards holding positions on different walls before they could call for assistance would be less so. This explains the lack of cameras in the room. She replied, “Seriously. It’s only a coincidence.”

      The Drow muttered and waved her hand, and Ruby suddenly felt like small creatures were chewing on every inch of her skin. She stiffened in the chair and forced herself to remain immobile as the pain increased. The torment lasted for ten seconds, at the end of which she was about ready to scream.

      It vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Her tormentor said, “Last chance. Lie to me again, and you’ll get more of what you just had, say, an hour or so. You’ll be a babbling idiot by the time it’s over.”

      Ruby sighed and tried to look both guilty and superficial. “Okay. Fine. This is really embarrassing. You’re right. I was following him. I saw him and thought he was super sexy, especially with the hat. I only wanted to make a connection. But when I bumped into him, he looked at me like I was dirt. So, I needed to get out of there before I said something stupid.”

      The Drow slapped her across the face again, the leather glove raising a welt. “Moron. He’s out of your league. Plus, he’s taken.” The woman looked at the guards. “I think we’ve got the truth now. Find anything in her bag?”

      The guard holding it shook his head. “Only the normal stuff.” Thank goodness I left everything except my illusion pendant at home.

      Her tormentor nodded. “Okay. Throw her out.”

      They did so, quite literally, and she received a solid scrape on one hand from the pavement. She kept up the disguise until she was out of sight of the casino, then portaled to the bunker. She stomped into the arming room and started putting on her fighting gear. When she slipped on her comm and reported she was back, Morrigan asked, “Are you okay?”

      Ruby growled, “Fine. Do we have him?”

      Demetrius replied, “Yep. He’s left the casino and is walking back toward the warehouse. By now, he has to know you all were there messing up his gang.”

      Ruby said, “Okay. Idryll, stay with him. Morrigan, come get me.” Ruby’s portaling had improved drastically of late, but she didn’t reliably have her sister’s pinpoint accuracy. This was one time where she couldn’t afford to be off. A few minutes later, the trio was together again, paralleling the Drow’s path on the rooftops.

      He headed into a convenience store. Her sister asked, “Wait for him?”

      Ruby shook her head and leapt from the building to the ground. “No. For all we know, he’ll portal out of there, and we’ll lose him again. He probably has more than one coat, so we can’t trust the tracker to be able to pick him up later. Let’s go nail him now.”

      They adopted their usual normal person disguises and entered the store. Their target was standing near the register, chatting with the cashier. A fancy cold coffee drink sat before him on the counter. The three of them separated to examine the shelves and position themselves to act. Ruby whispered, “Morrigan, get a portal to the receiving room ready. I’ll tackle him through it, and we’ll deal with him there.”

      “On it.”

      It took them a few seconds to get properly positioned. Ruby said, “Do it,” and rushed toward him. When she reached the point where her body should’ve contacted his, she realized he wasn’t really there. It was only a very convincing illusion. Morrigan dispelled the portal before Ruby stumbled through it, and they looked around in surprise.

      The Drow reappeared in the corner behind the cashier, laughing. “So nice of you to come. I figured at least one of you would be watching for me at Darkest Night after my gang told you I was there. Sorry your little game didn’t work.” He shook his head sadly. “Pity for you, really. Especially since my plan worked perfectly.”

      With the ripple of magic, Dante’s Angels appeared, one near each of them, and attacked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The reversal was one step too far for Ruby. Anger burst out of her in a scream as she sent a force blast at the Drow to distract him. She grabbed the shelving unit nearest the blonde Angel and yanked, smashing it into her and sending her rifle shots into the ceiling.

      Morrigan had raced for cover ahead of the line of bullets that sought her. Idryll had simply performed a somersault over the nearest set of shelves to break the line of sight with her attacker. So everyone’s okay, for the moment.

      The collapsed shelf flew to the side to reveal the bounty hunter. Ruby reached out with her force magic, grabbed the rifle, and yanked. Her opponent jerked forward before the strap broke, and Ruby hurled the weapon through the glass window at the front of the store, shattering it. Her mind had entered an unfamiliar space where the consequences of her actions, normally in the center of her thoughts, were muffled and distant.

      The Drow drew his swords, and Ruby growled, “No way.” She spun to face the opposite direction, drawing her sword in her right hand and angling it toward him. She extended her left at the blonde Angel with the intent of shooting her with the dart gun. Instead, shadow tentacles erupted from the artifact and reached out to cover the woman. Her foe screamed as the magic burned into the exposed flesh of her face.

      Ruby grinned coldly. “Serves you right, wench.” She turned her attention to the Drow, who was advancing far more cautiously now. She quipped, “Are you afraid, little elf? Come a bit closer, and I’ll drive all worries out of your mind.” By stabbing them with a foot of magical steel.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan's initial reaction had been to go for her bow, but the confined space argued against it. Instead, she drew her daggers and faced off against the redhead Angel. A crescent kick knocked the rifle out of her foe’s hands, and rather than trying to regain it, her opponent went for her pistols. Morrigan tossed her left-hand dagger in the air and blasted the other woman with lightning.

      The bounty hunter flew into the glass door of a soda cooler, shattering it. Morrigan caught her dagger as the Angel rebounded fighting, summoning a protective force shield over each fist and throwing a punch at her face. She yanked her head backward to avoid it and backpedaled as the other woman threw more kicks and blows at her.

      Morrigan had a good sense of her location in the place, and before reaching the point where a wall at her back would force her to counter, she stepped into the woman’s attack. Her daggers stabbed into her foe’s biceps, lacking power but still penetrating. Morrigan released them and punched the Angel’s throat, meeting a protective armor collar. Her jab at the woman’s ribs hit her vest, rendering it ineffective as well.

      Her opponent cried out, probably more in anger than pain, and smashed her hands inward at Morrigan's head. She threw herself back and down, bringing her foot up under the Angel’s chin. The kick connected, and the redhead’s skull snapped backward.

      Morrigan was too far off balance at the start of the move for the blow to be fatal, fortunately. Still, it jarred the other woman’s senses, and the Angel stood and wobbled for a moment. From a prone position on her back, Morrigan blasted her with force magic and sent her flying into the cooler again.

      They both got to their feet at about the same time, and Morrigan grinned. “Not so hot without your weapons?”

      Her foe replied, “Bet I can say the same about you.” The woman reached out, and a blizzard of cans from the nearest shelf hurtled toward Morrigan. She managed to get a force shield in place, but the impacts still knocked her sideways. The other woman closed, and Morrigan shook her head. “Enough.”

      She grabbed a lightning disc and slammed it down between them. Her magic deflector protected her as the electricity bit at her opponent, stunning her. She stepped in and smashed an elbow into the Angel’s temple, then used her shock knuckles to blast away her consciousness when she fell to the floor. She muttered, “Jerk,” then retrieved her daggers and looked for her partners.
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        * * *

      

      The shapeshifter had moved immediately after landing, staying low and circling away from where she thought the bounty hunter would go. She passed behind Ruby’s opponent, who writhed in the grasp of shadow tentacles coming out of her partner’s arm. The sight was alarming, but it definitely seemed like a moment where restraint would be a mistake.

      She spotted her foe and scuttled forward, slashing a claw at the back of her heels, intending to rip out her Achilles tendons and end the fight with a single blow. The brunette Angel must’ve sensed her coming because she skipped backward over the swipe. When she landed, she was about a foot away from Idryll and stepped out a kick at her face.

      A backflip took the tiger-woman out of range, and her opponent lifted her rifle. Idryll charged ahead and slapped the barrel to the side, then sliced its strap away, scoring deep furrows into the woman’s protective vest in the process.

      Her opponent didn’t waste any time trying to retain the weapon. Instead, she punched Idryll's head with her left hand and drew her pistol with her right. Idryll took the punch, which didn’t have a lot of force behind it, as she stepped inside the Angel’s guard and stabbed across with her claws. They penetrated the woman’s forearm and caused her to drop the gun, her hand suddenly unable to function properly. Idryll twisted and whipped an elbow back at her enemy’s head, but the Angel stuck her good arm in the way.

      That wasn’t an issue since the blow was a distraction, anyway. Idryll dipped her head forward, then stepped backward, smashing the back of her skull into the other woman’s face. A muffled cry sounded in response, but the woman wrapped her damaged arm around Idryll's throat and secured the hold with her functioning hand. Her foe’s muscles tensed, preparatory to crushing all the important, life-sustaining things in Idryll's neck.

      An instant later, her opponent had nothing to hold onto. Idryll the house cat dashed away a few feet before returning to her humanoid form, mask and equipment belt on the floor behind her. The other woman looked completely shocked, and Idryll laughed.

      “Poor girls. You had no idea what you were getting into, did you? Level one bounties? Hardly.” She snapped out a kick and drove her foe back to smash into a drink cooler, a couple over from the one Morrigan had shattered with her opponent’s body.

      The brunette Angel made an effort to struggle out of it, but Idryll danced forward and stabbed deep into her thigh with a set of claws. The woman gasped and grabbed the wound, which had intentionally missed the big blood vessels but was at least serious enough to require immediate attention. She pointed to the side. “Medical stuff is one row over. Better take care of yourself.” She turned to find the Drow for a rematch.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby found herself on the wrong end of the fight. Keeping the tentacles latched on one enemy while fighting a mainly defensive battle against the Drow had resulted in a stalemate she couldn’t figure out how to break. Eventually, her partners would come to her assistance, but she was afraid they’d arrive too late.

      She didn’t like the option of killing the bounty hunter, but it was on the table if things continued to go against her. Demetrius’s voice was completely unexpected when he spoke. “PDA drone is ten seconds out, with more following.”

      Her opponent used her millisecond of distraction to slip a shadow blade inside her guard, slicing along her vest and cutting through to the flesh beneath. It was a shallow wound, but her attention to it allowed the bounty hunter she was trapping to writhe her way a little closer to freedom. She looked for Morrigan and Idryll, resigned to ask them for help, but they weren’t in a position to intervene. She said, “Use the drone on the Drow. Quickly.”

      Demetrius sounded dubious but replied, “Yes.” The PDA drone flew in through the open window and fired a barrage of bullets at the Drow. He dove behind the counter to safety.

      Ruby used the opportunity to step forward and deliver a right hook into the bounty hunter’s temple, the shock knuckles expending the last of their charges to send her into unconsciousness. By the time she got back to the Drow, Idryll was standing on the counter with an angsty expression on her face.

      The shapeshifter said, “He’s gone. Bastard.”

      Ruby sighed. “PDA troops inbound with the other drones, am I right?”

      Demetrius confirmed, “Yep. Thirty seconds. Ely PD on the way, too.”

      She nodded and announced loudly, “If any of these wenches tries to move, shoot them with the drone. We’ll let the authorities clean up this mess.” Lowering her voice, she said, “Let’s get out of here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Paul Andrews stood at the head of the table and shouted, “How the hell did they penetrate our systems enough to take over a damned combat drone?”

      The faces around the room displayed shock at his uncharacteristic outburst. His second in command, on the opposite side of the oval surface, replied, “We don’t know how they hacked us on the cybersecurity end, but we’ll find out. The good news is that we located the hardware they used for system access, and it’s gone.”

      He shook his head. “The level of gross incompetence we’re maintaining in this city has to stop. Institute checks to make sure this can’t happen again.”

      Charlotte Krenn nodded. “Already done.”

      He snarled, “The rest of you, get to work. Your primary goal is to locate the damned Drow. We’ll hang destroying the convenience store on him as an initial charge, and I’m sure we can whip up some more to add afterward. Alejo reached out and said she’d rounded up a few of his people, so go there and have a chat with them.”

      They stared at him, apparently too afraid to move, and he barked, “Dismissed. Get. Go. Charlotte, stay.” They followed his orders, and a few moments later, it was only him and his most trusted subordinate. He sighed. “I’m sorry. I lost it a little there, but I also wanted to make sure everyone understood the situation.”

      “I get it, boss.”

      “What do we know right now about how they infiltrated us?”

      She shrugged. “The technology was simple, a couple of signal amplifiers that gave them a route to reach our wireless system. Their infomancer is good at what he does. Since we’re pretty much constantly improvising here, an opportunity existed to get the gear near ours.

      “I’m still not sure how they got past our physical defenses to install the amps or how they broke through our software systems. I’m also clueless about how they figured out the location of our base, although maybe it was simply dumb luck. They seem to like rooftops.”

      He chuckled darkly. “That would be pretty much status quo for us here, wouldn’t it?”

      Krenn nodded in agreement. “Not the best gig we’ve ever had, that’s for sure.”

      “So, the bounty hunters?”

      “Since the bounties were gone, they were technically working outside the law. Ely PD took custody at the scene and locked them up. The Council didn’t share information as to who attacked them, so they’re not headed to maximum security.”

      He shook his head. “Too much risk there. Pull rank, have them released to us, and send them out of town to a secure facility. Once we’re past all this, we’ll turn them over for the attack on the Council.”

      She nodded. “Good call, I think.”

      He managed an actual laugh. “It must be hard, not saying I told you so.”

      She matched his smile. “Fortunately, I have a lot of practice. So, we’re focusing on the Drow?”

      “We are.”

      “And the vigilantes?”

      Andrews let out a pronounced sigh. I hate making mistakes, and going after them was apparently a big one. “Best of luck to them. We’ll take Alejo’s position from here on out. So long as they don’t drop any bodies and our goals remain aligned, we might as well stay out of each other’s way.”
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        * * *

      

      Elnyier sat across from Dieneth in the bathtub built for four in her private bedroom on Oriceran. He’d been apologetic when he’d returned and seemed to think she’d be angry with him. She’d pushed him into the shower and told him to get cleaned up and join her in the tub after. Now he said, “I thought we had them.”

      Elnyier, who was leaning back with her eyes closed, replied calmly, “Competent enemies are always a challenge. They’re also the only kind worth paying attention to.”

      “So you’re not upset? With me, I mean?”

      “Of course not. Your actions this evening will disrupt the operations of the PDA, add more fuel to the chaos swirling around Magic City, and probably set the vigilantes back on their heels. While it wasn’t the great success it could have been if your plan had taken them out, it was nonetheless a step in the right direction.”

      Dieneth sighed, and through barely slitted eyes, she watched him recline in the bathtub as the tension flowed out of him. His feet touched her legs, and she twined them with his. He said, “I’m kind of short on people now.”

      Elnyier laughed. “Believe me when I say that won’t be a problem. I have you covered. Our plans to increase our power in Ely will continue unabated.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby had summoned everyone to the living room of the bunker to chat. Demetrius had brought a case of abbey brews, Margrave had delivered pizza and smoked salmon, and she, Morrigan, and Idryll had cleaned up and calmed down in the hours since the battle. Each of them had patched up their minor wounds and slept a little and since then had assiduously avoided talking about the previous evening’s events.

      When Ruby requested an update, Demetrius reported, “I’ve lost my connection to the PDA servers.”

      She nodded. “I knew that was a major risk when I told you to take over the drone. It’s fine. We’ll deal with it.”

      Morrigan asked, “Do we still have a locator on the Drow?”

      Demetrius frowned. “He went to Darkest Night, and suddenly he was gone. I don’t know if the locator malfunctioned, or if he threw his coat in a fire, or what.”

      Margrave laughed gently. “He might’ve portaled far enough away that we can’t track it. The locator is only good for a thirty-mile radius or so. I wouldn’t call that a lost cause quite yet.”

      Idryll suggested, “We should break into Darkest Night and find him.”

      Ruby replied, “No thanks. Been there, done that, got the bruises. Besides, if he was there, we would detect him.”

      Her companion grumbled, “I really want to hit something.”

      Morrigan said, “Seconded.”

      Ruby nodded. “Unanimous. So moved. I’ll see if Diana will let us join in a training session so we can blow off some steam.”

      Margrave grinned. “Pizza solves most problems, I’ve found.”

      Demetrius, around a mouthful of pizza, replied, “Seconded.” Everyone laughed. After he chewed and swallowed, he said, “So, we might still have a locator on the Drow, and we don’t appear to have lost any tags on the drones, either. That’s all good, at least.”

      Morrigan asked, “What’s next?”

      Ruby sighed. “I don’t know. I was hoping we’d get to acting instead of reacting, but that doesn’t seem to have worked out so well. We’ve taken away the Drow’s people, so that’s something. I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens next and deal with it when it does.”

      Margrave nodded. “Wise words. It’s as if being the Mirra of the Mist Elves has given you a new level of maturity.”

      Idryll added to the insult. “Don’t be fooled. She’s still basically a toddler with a flamethrower.”

      Laughter and crosstalk continued, and while everyone else seemed lighter, Ruby’s thoughts grew darker. Finally, she said, “Tree, can I talk to you alone for a second?”

      The others offered catcalls as she pulled him toward the receiving room, wanting to be sure she wouldn’t be heard physically or magically by any of her companions. I know he considers Shiannor a friend, so this is going to hurt a lot. But together, we’ll figure out how to make it right. We’ll figure out how to make it all right. I promise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTES - TR CAMERON
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      Thank you for reading Book 7 in the Magic City Chronicles, and for continuing on to read these author notes!

      I got my patch for hiking the Fulton Trifecta! Woohoo! A great way to remember the mountain that tried to kill me. My kid was also excited about getting theirs.

      Amusement park summer is on the horizon. Next week we launch into it for real with another trip to Hershey, and the week after, Six Flags in Buffalo. Mix in that with our home park, Kennywood, and there’s going to be a lot of roller coasters in my near future!

      I’m headed to Vegas for the 20Books show in November and will be around for the author signing event on Friday. If you’re going to be around, let me know, I’d love to say hi! I will mention this on all my communication channels an endless number of times between now and then, so don’t worry if you don’t remember right away. I’ll remind you. :D

      Rogue Agents of Magic is coming along, research-wise. It’ll be fun to revisit those characters as more than cameos and occasional scenes in other books. I was honestly surprised to miss them as much as I did.

      I’ve been spending some time with audiobooks lately. Sandman is so worth it. I’m totally looking forward to the TV show, now, too. Also, The Martian has long been a favorite, and Wil Wheaton knocks the narration right out of the park. Mark Watney is partway through the long drive right now, and I’ve kind of forgotten how he gets from there to the end, so that will be interesting to revisit.

      Season 1 of Star Trek: Discovery ended SO well. And now Loki is here. Owen Wilson is a little… odd. But really, the MCU must be running out of actors by now.

      I need to say a little bit about Cruella. After the film came out, there was a whole bunch of snarky nonsense on my social media feeds commenting on how stupid the plot was. This, I’m convinced, was exclusively from people who hadn’t actually seen the film. It’s one part Disney, one part Ocean’s Eleven, and one part Guy Ritchie. I am a fan.

      Other than that, things are kind of quiet. No huge plans for the summer aside from road trips with the kid. Ani DiFranco is coming to town in September, so that’s something to look forward to. I just discovered Gowan, who I liked in the 80s, is singing in place of Dennis DeYoung for Styx, who are on tour again. Somehow that seemed both notable and weird to me.

      Oh! If you’re not part of the Oriceran Fans Facebook group, join! There’s a pizza giveaway every month, and Martha and (usually) I and all sort of fun author folks show up via Zoom to chat with our readers. It’s a great time, and the community feel to it is truly fantastic. Oriceran Fans. Facebook. Your phone is probably within reach. Do it!

      Before I go, once again, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Thanks!
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      Well, what do you know? Eating right and exercising actually works, even if you’re 61. I am genuinely surprised – mostly because it’s me. You know, how you can believe emphatically for someone else’s good fortune but for yourself – you’re doomed.

      That’s how I’ve kind of felt about getting into some kind of healthy shape. I added in the word healthy because it may have taken me decades to learn this one, but dieting doesn’t work. Big news flash, right?

      But how many times have you listened to the ads that usually run at the beginning of the year, but post-quarantine are running now as we all emerge into the light. Puffy, doughy versions of our former selves. I’ve been more likely to listen to some friend who’s found a book that explains everything. Keto was a favorite. I will admit that I even tried the Atkins Diet. There were two days where all I was supposed to eat was cheese. My gut locks up just thinking about it.

      As a tween I even tried those candies, AIDS that were supposed to suppress your appetite if you drank them with warm water. Glug. I ate four or five at a time and when they became associated with the name of an epidemic of the 1980’s – they withered away. All for the best.

      This time is different. I’ve stopped chasing a perfect weight that I came up with in my head based on nothing. A diet that would help me get there and then I could discard just as fast and go back to ‘normal’ eating. That’s really been my desire all along. To look good and eat like everyone else.

      That has never been my story and it only took till now for me to get it.

      However, even at my age I can learn and while ‘normal’ is out of range, healthy is still very doable. I’ve cut out sugar and processed anything, baked stuff too. And I’ve taken up yoga and swimming again. Two forms of exercise I actually look forward to and will keep doing for longer than a year. Neither one really feels like exercise. Key for me.

      And I get meditation thrown in as a bonus.

      When a body gets to be 61, my current age, it was thought that the best that can be hoped for is to maintain some agility, stay in your own house and be flexible-ish. New studies, though are showing so much more is possible and quality of life can be amazing – if we can just get off the merry go round of quick fixes (which belong to the young) and focus on the bigger prize. A lifestyle that we like, can live with, and rewards us with a body that can still do just about everything. I’ll let you know. I’m gonna be on this path for a while. More adventures to follow.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby traveled along the rooftops a few blocks southeast of the Strip, looking for trouble. She said, “Nothing here so far. What about you all?”

      Her boyfriend, Demetrius, was the first to reply. “The drones don’t have anything interesting, other than some drunk tourists wandering around.” His eyes were all over the city, courtesy of a small horde of commercial drones that his advanced AI bots ran for him. They would alert him to any unexpected deviations from the norm, including but not limited to those related to overambitious alcohol consumption.

      Her sister asked, “Are the tourists cuter than Jewel?”

      As always, the mocking use of her callsign irritated Ruby. “Shut up, you. D, do not answer that.”

      Idryll, Ruby’s companion, replied, “Nothing here in the south, either. Unless you want to count the pair of drunk dwarves singing an off-key duet. Frankly, that could be considered criminal, given the volume and the utter absence of skill.”

      Ruby laughed. “If a day ever passes when you don’t have something to complain about, I’ll be sure to mark it down on my calendar so we can celebrate each year. I’ll record it in my journal for the sake of future Mirra, too. On this day, my companion did not complain once. So, there’s hope.”

      The shapeshifter countered, “Anyone forced to spend as much time with you as I would be in a perennial bad mood, too. Frankly, I’m an absolute joy to be around, considering.”

      Morrigan replied, “Having grown up with you, I can verify the truthfulness of that statement. Also, nothing yet to the southwest, either. I wonder, will it be a quiet night in Magic City?”

      Ruby said, “With friends like you, who needs the Paranoid Defense Agency?”

      Idryll laughed. “At least we don’t have to worry about them anymore.”

      Morrigan's voice was full of doubt. “I’m not sure of that.”

      Ruby paused to rest, perched on the edge of a building and surveying the street below. Anyone looking up would see a woman in black leather, with a dragon face mask and a sword hilt sticking up over her shoulder. They might also notice the bulletproof vest and the pistol on her thigh. Her other weapons, both arcane and not, were less obvious but at least as potent. “Andrews and his sidekick were afraid. I saw it in their eyes, both of them.”

      Idryll replied, “Scared of me, I’m sure.”

      Ruby smiled at the boast. “Who wouldn’t be, really?”

      Morrigan laughed and seemed about to say something when Demetrius broke in. “An alarm is going off at one of the power plants I monitor. It’s directly south of the center of the Strip. Idryll's closest.” He didn’t talk about his work much, but Ruby knew he had gigs providing cybersecurity to a substantial number of businesses around town, including several industrial sites.

      Morrigan asked, “Do we care? Last I checked, we weren’t utility people.”

      Demetrius matched her sassy tone. “I think you might make an exception in this case. Internal cameras show the intruders are all Drow. There are a bunch of them. I’m sending drones down to get a better look.”

      Ruby had enabled the infomancer’s drone fleet by hiring him through her family’s casino, Spirits. She had a certain latitude, now that bringing Daphne into the business had proven to be lucrative, and she used that flexibility for all that it was worth. Plus, since I’m still working there one day a week unpaid, it’s almost fair. She said, “Thank goodness. This patrol was getting downright boring. Glad to help out. Barb, can you get us there?”

      Her sister replied, “Of course. I’ve been to all of them as part of my day job. You know, if you did any work, you might have portals to useful places, too.”

      While she waited for Morrigan to arrive, Ruby asked, “Any sign of the Hat?”

      Demetrius laughed. “Is that his super villain codename now? The Hat?”

      “Do you have anything better?”

      After a pause, he replied, “Actually, I guess I don’t. Anyway, no sign of the Drow in the fedora.”

      Idryll muttered, “That hat will be mine. Then I shall be known as the Hat.”

      A couple of minutes later, they were under cover outside the fence that protected the site. The plant was of the solar variety, and the central building was some distance away. Rectangular panels surrounded the structure to gather in the sun. Even the building’s roof was covered with them, preventing their usual means of ingress. Ruby asked, “What do you remember?”

      Morrigan cut a striking figure in the red cowl that complemented her magical mask and the impressive bow in her hand. She replied, “Pretty normal stuff. Huge building filled with lots of mammoth unfamiliar equipment, with tons of power lines running all over the place.”

      “It’s not like a gas or oil plant, right? It’s not particularly explosive, I mean.”

      Demetrius confirmed, “That’s correct. There shouldn’t be anything that would directly lead to an explosion in there. But there’s a lot of electricity, which carries its own danger.”

      Idryll asked, “Who does this station supply?”

      “It’s the primary source of power for the Strip.”

      Morrigan sounded doubtful. “Really?”

      Ruby could picture Demetrius nodding in what she considered his “professor” mode. He replied, “Really, really. If I remember right, the casino owners and the Council all have an ownership stake in the place. Lessens the possibility of someone extorting them for power, I guess.”

      She nodded. “That’s on-brand. Pretty smart business decision too, especially if it’s not particularly volatile, which lessens liability issues since they’re inexpert in the field. So, let’s get in there before the Drow start breaking important stuff.”

      She led her partners on a quick jog through the solar panels, moving in a slight crouch to stay below the tops of them. The lenses in her mask flipped automatically through scanning modes, looking for traps. She didn’t expect to find any. The invaders had no real reason to place traps this far out unless the whole operation was one big ploy aimed at them, and she wasn’t so arrogant as to think she rated that high on the local criminal element’s to-do list. They reached the building without detecting any opposition, Morrigan fooling the cameras with her newly learned illusion trick. Ruby hadn’t yet had time to get the details but knew that she was pretty good at spoofing visual sensing.

      Her sister asked, “How do we want to play this?” Her bow had been in her fist from the moment they exited the portal, and the fingers on her free hand clenched and unclenched like she was limbering them for a speedier draw from the quiver at her back.

      Ruby said, “Any more information from inside, D?”

      He sighed. “No. I’m pretty sure they’ve got an infomancer blocking me. The images I can access are too static to be trusted.”

      Ruby frowned. “As if they let us see they were in there, then cut off what they were doing?”

      “Exactly as if.”

      Okay, maybe we’re higher on that to-do list than I thought. Dammit. “We should assume they’re ready for us. Still, let’s go in quietly if we can.”

      Morrigan replied, “Given that there’s only one door unless we want to try to enter through the loading docks, that’s going to be difficult.”

      Idryll said, “I vote for the loading dock.”

      After a moment of thought, Ruby nodded. “Here’s what we’ll do. Barb, you stay here. When I call for it, make some noise, bang on the door, something. Then Cat and I will sneak inside.”

      Good-natured sarcasm dripped from her sister’s words. “Wow, did you have to go to school to become such a brilliant strategist?”

      Ruby replied, “Shut it,” and ran with her partner at her heels. Upon arrival at the heavy garage door, she gestured for her companion to take the lead. The shapeshifter grew as she moved toward the garage door handle, her body bulking up but not losing its humanoid form. Ruby said, “Barb, go.”

      When the noisy distraction sounded from the front of the building, Idryll gave the handle a solid yank. The lock holding it broke, and she lifted the door. Ruby covered herself in illusionary invisibility and rolled inside as soon as there was space to do so. She came up in a defensive crouch, ready to fight.

      The area was filled with crates on pallets, wooden boxes with stenciled letters and numbers that meant nothing to her, some of them partially covered by tarps. Sounds emanated from deeper into the building, and she caught a faint thermal signature to her left. She crept toward it, ready to attack, but discovered only a uniformed security guard lying on the floor unconscious. She checked his pulse, which didn’t seem right. “Dammit. Downed security guard. Cat, see what you can do for him. Barb, get in here.”

      Another thermal plume was visible a dozen feet away, and she approached under her veil. Ruby got behind the Drow sentry, who held a rifle in a position that indicated he knew how to use it. She slinked in close enough to discharge a dart into the back of his neck, then caught him before he could hit the floor and make noise as the tranquilizer overwhelmed his system. She dragged him out of the way, pleased with the success of that particular maneuver.

      A minute later, laughter came from high above. Male laughter. The male laughter of the hat-wearing Drow. “Magic City’s would-be heroes have arrived. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show up.” Then, without changing his mocking tone, he said, “Beat them down.”
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      “Well, hell,” Ruby said. “All right. Spread out, do what you can, try not to kill anyone. Barb, unless you get up high, I doubt you’ll be able to use your bow. And going up there probably makes you the most obvious target.”

      Her sister complained, “That’s no fun. Magic it is. And knives.”

      Ruby rounded the corner, fully aware that a pair of enemies awaited her. She grabbed the pile of crates behind them with force magic and pulled it over, causing each of her foes to jump aside in opposite directions. She used more force magic to leap over the barrier she’d created and landed beside the first, a Drow woman who was already scrabbling to her feet encased in a protective sphere of shadow magic.

      Ruby deemed herself close enough to trust her accuracy. She drew her pistol and fired at a downward angle. The anti-magic bullet penetrated the shield and continued through to break the other woman’s shin. Her foe screamed, and her magical protection fell. A dart to her muscular bare arm took her out of the fight.

      Idryll shouted a warning. Ruby dropped into a crouch and spun in time to see the shapeshifter tackle the other one of the pair, who’d been aiming a rifle at the back of her head. “Thanks, partner.”

      The shapeshifter’s arm pistoned down, and a moment later the rifle went flying toward the open garage door. “No problem at all,” she growled.

      Demetrius said, “Did some research. The part of the company our folks don’t own is in the hands of a human corporation. That didn’t seem particularly problematic at first, but then I traced their corporate philanthropy. They’ve been giving money to politicians who have taken hard public anti-magical stances.”

      Ruby shook her head. “At least the Hat is consistent.”

      Demetrius gave a dark chuckle. “So, you’re seriously going with that, then? No kidding? The Hat. Please take him out so I don’t have to hear you say that name anymore.”

      She growled, “Count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan crept forward with a knife in her off-hand and her main one empty. Her target faced away from her. She took him out without a fight, tapping him on the side of the neck with her stun knuckles. He fell awkwardly, and she failed to catch him, allowing him to land with a clatter.

      An instant later, a second guard ran into view, already firing. Morrigan dove aside, cursing herself for not noticing the second of the pair. “Watch out. They seem to have decent discipline and are watching out for one another.”

      Confirmations came from her partners as she grabbed a pair of discs from her belt with her left hand. She raised her right arm and shot her grapnel up into the rafters. The tiny motor attached to the device lifted her, and she cast the grenades as soon as she was high enough to see over the obstructions. They discharged a second later, taking out a few more of the surrounding Drow.

      A scrape from the side gave away another enemy, and her head snapped around, finding a rifle pointing up at her. Morrigan released the line, dropped to the floor, and threw herself sideways to hide behind the nearest stack of crates. “There are a lot of these jerks here.”

      Ruby replied, “Yeah, which makes you wonder where he got them. I thought we knocked him out of operation for at least a while after we took out all the people at the warehouse.”

      Idryll said, “Lots of Drow around on both planets. Maybe he has deeper connections with them than we assumed and used whoever was available as a matter of convenience before. Now we’ve forced him to turn to his people as a resource.”

      Morrigan rounded the next corner and discovered another pair of enemies waiting. She reached out with her magic and yanked on the rifle strap of the nearest, jerking the man forward and ruining his shot. That forced the other to lift his rifle skyward to avoid shooting his companion.

      She blasted the first with force magic, sending him hurtling back into his partner. They dropped in a tangle, and she ran ahead to finish the battle, only to skid to a stop before reaching them. A canvas bag was bound to a nearby post. A familiar canvas bag. She swore, then said, “I have a satchel charge here.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby quipped, “Did you bring enough for the whole class?” as Idryll somersaulted over the electrical blast her opponent had fired at her. She kicked backward as soon as she landed. The blow caught her foe in mid-turn, slamming him on the hip and knocking him off balance. She turned and slashed with her claws, cutting into the arm he raised in a panicked defense and slashing along the part of his chest it failed to protect. She finished him with a jump kick to the face.

      The discovery of explosives had increased the threat significantly, so she was willing to risk potentially killing her opponent to take him out of the fight in a single exchange. She surveyed the space around her and spotted an object that looked out of place. “Is it a boring green fabric bag?”

      Morrigan replied, “Yep.”

      “Got one here too, on the side of a huge metal thing that looks like it’s storage for electricity, or a meter, or transformer, or something. I don’t know equipment.”

      Ruby instructed, “Work faster. Look for hostages, security guards, anyone we need to evacuate. D, the clock is ticking. Call Andrews and let him know about the bombs. Call Alejo, too. Call whoever you can think of. Also, make getting the cameras up a priority. We have to find out if there are civilians here to rescue.”

      He replied, “On it.”

      Idryll ran at top speed, counting on frequent turns and cuts to keep her from getting blasted by anyone above. She rounded a corner, and a Drow swung a thick club at her head, forcing her to slide. She came up on the other side and spun in time to stop the next effort to bash her an inch away from her eyes. The tiger-woman snapped out a kick, but he raised a leg to block it and countered with a shuffle to slam his body into hers.

      Idryll met his charge and accepted the impact, her increased strength more than a match for his. She pistoned an elbow out at his head, but he blocked it with one hand and punched at her with the other. She didn’t see the dagger, only discovered its presence as it jabbed into her side. Fortunately, the blade was shallow, extending only an inch beyond his knuckles. She growled, “Dirty trick,” and slammed her fist down onto his forearm, breaking it.

      Idryll stabbed the claws on her other hand into his thigh, carefully avoiding major blood vessels but penetrating the muscle. The limb gave out, and she delivered a knee to his head as he went down, with only a fraction of the power she could’ve put behind it. She dashed toward the next. Instead of engaging, he turned and ran. “Mine’s running.”

      Morrigan replied, “Mine, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby said, “Same all around. Clearly, we need to get the hell out of here. I haven’t seen anyone else. Maybe only one guard was on duty when they broke in.”

      Demetrius advised, “Can’t get the cameras, sorry. Whoever is running protection for them is good. I made the calls. People are on the way.”

      Frustration at the potential for leaving innocents in the building filled her, but only one logical option remained. “Okay, follow them out. Try to catch one of the bastards. I think we need to get some inside information on this new version of the Drow’s gang.”

      She raced outside on the heels of a trio of enemies. A glimmer off to the side caught her attention as one of their foes created a portal and stepped through. Ruby cursed and muttered, “Where are those anti-magic backpacks when you need them?” She grabbed a lightning disc and threw it, but one of the three in front of her had turned, and he batted it aside with a burst of force.

      A second stopped as well and summoned a wreath of shadow tentacles to grab her. Ruby snarled, “No way, no how,” as she drew her sword. The blade whipped through the waving purple strands, severing them, and her battle fury increased as the sentient beings inside the weapon urged her on. She wasn’t quite at the point where she could effectively cast through the sword, but it was adequate to intercept other magics. She spun it and grounded out a blast of incoming lightning. Two on one was too much to handle in the chaos, especially if she wanted to capture one before they escaped. She sheathed her sword and distracted them with gunfire over their heads, then hurled another lightning disc at their feet, enveloping them in electricity.

      Her display had warned her of the incoming PDA drones, thanks to the locator tags they hadn’t yet removed. They swooped in, and she reflexively dodged as one came toward her. Instead of attacking her, it sent a stream of bullets at the pair she was fighting, one of whom managed to summon a magical shield in defense. Ruby snarled, “At least they’re not after us for once.”

      Morrigan replied, “That’s a useful change.”

      Ruby called up her magic to finish the one still standing in front of her. Then everything went topsy-turvy as the building behind them exploded with far more force than she’d imagined possible after hearing about the satchel charges. As she sailed through the air, an errant thought crossed her mind. Hmm. Maybe batteries are more explosive than I realized.

      She hit the ground hard, despite her magical cocoon, and the world went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby returned to consciousness and looked around her, deducing from the continued chaos that she’d only been out for a few seconds. People picked themselves up off the ground in all directions, and she tried to do the same. She wobbled for a moment, then forced her tumbling mind to focus on the nearest enemy. He skipped into a portal before she could grab him, and she suppressed the urge to follow him through, given that the Drow had clearly been waiting for them. That might be exactly what he wants. She warned her partners, “Don’t go through the portals.”

      Idryll groaned, “Ow. The Hat is going to pay for that.”

      Morrigan chuckled, but the sound held a note of pain as well. “I think we need to set a trap for this guy. Involving sharks. Hungry ones.”

      Ruby looked around for stragglers they could still capture, but all the vandals had gotten away on their own or assisted by their comrades. Except for any who were inside when it blew. Surely Alejo won’t blame us for that. “Yeah, we’ll put up a big sign that says ‘Anti-human rally here. No cover charge for hat-wearing Drow.’ That’ll be great.”

      Demetrius interjected, “Sheriff and PDA inbound.”

      Morrigan said, “That’s our exit cue. Let’s get out of here.” She opened a portal, and Ruby saw the bunker shimmering and wavering within it.

      “I’m going to stay and talk to Alejo. You guys go and be ready to bail me out if things go wrong.”

      Idryll replied, “After a week or so, maybe. You are a criminal, after all, and should have to pay for your misdeeds.”

      Ruby said, “Shut it. Go.” With a wave to a PDA drone circling nearby, she cast a veil and repositioned under cover of her illusory invisibility. She watched from a distance as Sheriff Valentina Alejo’s car pulled in, and the officer climbed out and dispatched her team. The sheriff herself stayed by her vehicle, perhaps sensing that Ruby was nearby and might want to talk.

      She approached from behind, and once within earshot whispered, “Don’t turn around. People will think you’re crazy.”

      Alejo flinched slightly in surprise. “Like that would be a change. You’re invisible, I suppose?”

      “Yup.”

      The other woman sighed audibly, pulled out her phone, and made a show of pretending to punch numbers, then raised it to her ear and turned toward where Ruby’s voice had come from. “Know anything about this that we don’t?”

      Ruby shrugged, even though she knew she was invisible. Habit is a powerful thing. “It was the Drow. The same one that’s been causing trouble all along.”

      The sheriff nodded. “Thanks for the earlier tip-off about him. We’ve done a little research on whether other cities are experiencing this sort of thing. You know, in case it’s a systematic effort to destabilize the country or something.”

      Ruby blinked. Damn, that’s thinking big. That possibility never even occurred to me. “Is it?”

      It was Alejo’s turn to shrug. “Not that we can find. We’ve concluded it’s not a Drow thing. It’s a scumbag thing.”

      She gave a short laugh. “Well, that part is damn accurate, anyway. I guess I don’t have any other useful information, other than that someone saw our boy in the Darkest Night casino, so there may be a connection with other Drow in our city.”

      Alejo asked, “And the Council?”

      She sighed. “Couldn’t say. That Elnyier person is kind of an enigma.”

      “Must be a canny politician, though, to have taken the leadership away from the other guy.”

      She’s not wrong about that. “That’s a strong assessment, as I understand it. Hungry for power and authority. Maybe not as interested in the responsibilities that come along with it.”

      Alejo changed the subject. “Also, as far as we know, our gang leader doesn’t have his fingers in the Aces mess, either.”

      Ruby frowned. “I heard about the building blowing up, but it never occurred to me that it could be the Drow. I guess because they’re not anti-human at all.”

      The other woman nodded. “Agreed, but we check everything as a matter of procedure. Obviously, there’s not too much evidence available given the big boom, but everyone I’ve talked to is of the opinion Worldspan caused that particular event.”

      Ruby sighed because that still didn’t make sense to her. “What the hell are they doing? What’s to gain by fighting with other security companies?” She’d discussed that question at length with her father, and they’d concluded it couldn’t be only about business. Someone or something else had to be involved. A personal grudge, maybe.

      Alejo paused to grab her walkie-talkie and answer a question, then replied, “Agreed. It’s weird. We weren’t able to interview the principals of Aces, and Worldspan isn’t returning our calls, either.”

      “The Aces people didn’t want to talk?”

      “The dwarf is in the wind. No one’s seen him since the event. The human is in the hospital, and we haven’t received clearance from the doctors to talk to him yet.”

      She remembered hearing generally good things about Grentham's partner. “Is he bad?”

      Alejo nodded. “Apparently, he died at the scene but had some snazzy tech that brought him back and stabilized him until they could get help. Despite what the movies suggest, it takes a while to recover from something like that. Pretty hard on the body.”

      “So, what you’re saying is, we’ll be seeing him on one of those daytime talk shows discussing what lies on the other side?”

      Alejo laughed, the inappropriate and poorly timed joke breaking through her defenses. “Yes, exactly.”

      Demetrius whispered in her ear, “You’re about to have company. PDA.”

      Ruby said, “The Paranormal Defense Agency is about to crash this party.”

      Alejo nodded. “Smart choice to call them, too. For all the good it did.”

      They talked a little more about the situation between Worldspan and Aces but managed no additional connections or conclusions. As Paul Andrews approached, Alejo repositioned herself to create a triangle with each of them at a point. The PDA director frowned at her motion. Then understanding blossomed on his face. He said, “Sheriff. Masked marauder. Which one are you?”

      Ruby laughed. “Your favorite, Paulie.”

      He stared at the ground and shook his head with a sigh. “Awesome.” Then he lifted his chin and looked in her general direction, misjudging her location by about a foot. “Thanks for the call. Too bad it was too late.”

      She replied, “Unfortunately, we didn’t find out about the break-in until they’d been here for a while, to judge from the way they had the place wired up. Bastards.”

      Andrews turned to Alejo and asked, “Any leads on why they attacked this place?”

      “Nothing yet.”

      Ruby offered, “The company that co-owns it with the casino families has been spreading money around to anti-magical causes.”

      Alejo let out a soft groan, and Andrews said, “Yeah, that’ll do it. Such a smart thing to do if you’re operating in a place called Magic City. People are idiots.”

      She laughed. Those words, and the tone he’d used to deliver them, could have come right out of her mouth. “So, the upshot of this is that the company loses some money, and the casinos will have to shift to a new power supplier for a while. I doubt we can chalk this up to inter-company warfare.”

      Andrews shrugged. “I can’t imagine a power company acting that way, but then before I came here, I wouldn’t have said that private security companies were likely to go to war with one another, either.”

      Alejo replied, “True that.”

      Ruby said, “So you think that’s what’s going on there? They’re simply fighting for territory?”

      Andrews replied, “I’ve given that question some deep thought and talked it over with my team. That explanation doesn’t sit right with me. The expense versus profit ratio is way off, especially on the Aces side. I mean, Worldspan is big and could potentially float the cost of such operations from other cash sources, counting on later contracts to make it up. But Aces? No, I don’t see it. They must’ve felt threatened, more than just economically.”

      Ruby asked, “Which means what?”

      He lifted empty palms on spread arms. “Your guess is as good as mine. The only result I can see outside of the companies involved is that the fracas sows chaos in the city, which keeps the casino owners off-balance and concerned.”

      Alejo replied, “Which makes them more likely to depend on their leadership and possibly more willing to consider stepping away from their businesses?”

      Ruby offered, “Sounds rational. Maybe I’ll ask around, see what I can find out on that topic.”

      Alejo nodded. “I’ll do the same.”

      Andrews confirmed, “Me, too. Let’s funnel all information through the sheriff.”

      Ruby laughed. “Don’t you like me, Agent Andrews?”

      He shook his head. “I still think you create more problems than you solve. It’s best for us to keep official distance between us regardless, though.”

      “Guess I won’t visit your bedroom again, then.” She walked away as Alejo asked, “What the hell is she talking about?” and Andrews responded with a deep sigh.
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      Grentham was a fierce figure stalking through the hallways of Mountainview hospital in Las Vegas. He’d figured the larger facility would be better able to treat serious injuries than the one in Ely, and he visited every six months or so to ensure he had a spot to portal to safely.

      He recalled stepping out of the combat zone and into a little-used hallway near the emergency room. Carrying his partner had been difficult even with magically assisted muscles because Jared was tall, and all things considered, poorly balanced. It’s a good thing I didn’t have to throw him as a weapon.

      The amusement of the thought failed to reach his face, which was locked in a scowl. Now and again, a hospital worker would glance at him, seeming like they were about to say something, but his expression stilled any comments before they manifested.

      Grentham spotted his people flanking a door and knew he’d found his destination. He exchanged greetings with the pair, a dwarf and an elf who’d been part of his crew since the earliest days, and asked for a status update. They confirmed that there had been no excitement, which was exactly what he wanted to hear. The wench from Worldspan might still try to finish the job. He wouldn’t lessen his vigilance until she was six feet beneath the ground.

      His partner’s new temporary home was smaller than most hospital rooms Grentham had been in. He’d insisted on a single for security purposes, and the chamber held almost no empty space. His partner was lying back in bed with the upper portion of the mattress raised at a slight angle.

      Jared managed a smile despite the discomfort his wound was causing him. Bandages covered more of him than Grentham would’ve expected, given the injury. The wounded man’s voice was a little croakier than normal. “Welcome to the most boring place on the planet. On either planet. Any planet.”

      Grentham laughed and turned to the room's third occupant, an elf sitting in an industrial-looking recliner, glaring moderately over the top of a magazine. “Haven’t you been entertaining him like I asked?”

      His subordinate rolled his eyes. “Sure. A little song, a little dance, some juggling. He was a distinctly unappreciative audience.” The dry sarcasm made both patient and visitor laugh.

      Jared shifted with a groan. “So, I would’ve thought you’d be too busy packing to visit.”

      Grentham shook his head. “Gotta have priorities, and checking on my partner ranks higher than running for the hills, at least at the current moment. What do the doctors say?”

      His partner shrugged, which caused the IV line in his arm to twitch. He adjusted it with a move that looked like he’d done it a hundred times already that day and had the same number of fixes left before sleeping. “Well, the whole dying thing was pretty hard on my body. Who knew, right?”

      He managed a dark, coughing laugh. “But I should make a full recovery before too long.” His voice dropped as if sharing a secret. “I convinced them they needed to do everything they could to get me out of here since it might be dangerous for me to stay.”

      Grentham chuckled. “So, what, they gave you some magical miracle drugs they would’ve kept secret if you hadn’t warned them? I think you might overestimate your persuasive abilities.” He moved to the low shelf that ran along the wall and hopped up on it to sit. The world outside the window showed nothing particularly interesting, some mountains on the horizon, but fortunately also didn’t appear to offer an opportunity for snipers to shoot into the room. “Pretty view.”

      “I’d rather be in the office, although technically I guess the office is rubble at the moment. Speaking of which, what’s next for Aces?”

      Grentham couldn’t keep some of the sadness he felt from showing on his face as a frown. “No one new is going to hire us for a while since we’re short on people and supplies, not to mention getting our asses kicked in a way that doesn’t breed confidence in potential clients. So, until we can properly rebuild, we have the opportunity to focus on payback.”

      Jared nodded. “I hoped you’d say that. Sell the diamonds, use them to fund it.”

      “You put them in your safe deposit box, remember? I can’t exactly go in and pretend to be you. Banks are pretty good at magical detection stuff, not to mention there’s almost certainly an anti-magic emitter in the vault.”

      His partner sighed. “Well, I’ll have to get out of this bed and retrieve them.” He made motions as if he would, then fell back, making a noise somewhere between a laugh and a moan. “Yeah, maybe another day or two.”

      Grentham shook his head. “Maybe four or five, by the looks of you. You shouldn’t push it. This is a good moment for a healing rest in a secure spot hidden away from the troubles of Magic City. Anyway, I have plenty of cash available to handle this particular project. You can pay me back your half later.”

      “Start with Smith, and we’ll make it a sixty-forty split to your advantage.”

      “Done. It’ll be my distinct pleasure. What are your thoughts on how to do it?”

      Jared replied, “I’ve had a lot of time to consider that question, lying here not being entertained by your nanny.” The elf gave him a dirty look, but it held no malice. “My first idea was to set up a meet and ambush them, but they’d have to expect something like that. I mean, they can’t think for a moment that we’re unaware they put Worldspan up to this.”

      Grentham nodded. “Agreed.”

      “So, you’re going to have to stalk them. Like a hunter.”

      He laughed. “You have your magicals confused. That’s the Kilomea way.”

      Jared shrugged. “I don’t have access to a Kilomea. I have a dwarf. But the principles are the same. You can’t go in guns blazing. They have bigger guns and more of them.”

      A thought occurred to him, and he tumbled it around in his mind for a few seconds to decide how bad an idea it was. Then, he decided he didn’t care and shared it. “I think we should see if Scimitar has any decency left in her.”

      Jared shook his head slowly, more like he was thinking than rejecting the notion outright. “Lot of risk in that option. If she decides to tell Sloane, it could turn into a perfect double-cross ambush.”

      Grentham nodded. “I get that, believe me. I don’t want to walk into a trap, and I’ll be careful no matter how we do it. But I sensed some reluctance in her during our last conversation. Did I imagine that?”

      “No, I thought she seemed that way, too. Still, it could have been simply good business practice, softening the blow. Not burning her bridges.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You think she cares about that sort of thing?”

      Jared laughed, then grabbed his side as if it had hurt him to do so. “Good point. She’s not exactly overly concerned with interpersonal niceties.”

      “Very well said, and agreed.”

      He shrugged. “It’s your head, partner, so it’s your call.”

      Grentham jumped down from the ledge and looked his friend in the eye. “Actually, it’ll be your head, too. If I open this particular can of worms, Scimitar or not, they’ll be irked enough to come after both of us. Hard.”

      “So, what else is new? They’ve been coming after us all along. Your people have security well in hand here, so my safety isn’t a huge deal. If you think talking to the infomancer is the way to go, I say go ahead and do it. Although, if hiring a Kilomea is still on the table, that might work, too.”

      Grentham shook his head. “Can’t outsource something this personal.” He punched Jared lightly on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, partner. I’ve got this.”
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      Ruby was buried under the covers with a pillow over her head when a discreet knock sounded on the door. A voice from beyond said, “Miss Ruby?”

      She called back, “Ruby is dead. No one here but us cats.” Idryll, in her domestic disguise on the pillow beside her, swatted playfully at her head.

      Matthias’s precise tones replied, “That’s unfortunate, as a messenger has arrived, requesting her presence at a certain shop in the kemana that she’s visited before.”

      That piece of news got her moving. She threw off the covers and said, “Tell her I’ll be there within a half-hour.” She sped for the shower to knock some semblance of intelligence back into her brain.

      Idryll accompanied her on the quick walk through the kemana. Ruby had decided against portaling straight there, needing the time to get her thoughts in order. It would be difficult to take on another task, even for the Drow who’d been so much help to her.

      Ruby thought of the blades that rode in her boots, which had saved her life on more than one occasion, and gave a soft sigh. A debt owed is a debt owed, and one can’t always control when the bill comes due.

      She opened the shop door and entered without breaking stride, then stopped at the unexpected sight of not one but two Dark Elves awaiting her. Shentia smiled and offered a nod of greeting. Nylotte gave her that look, the one that combined obvious disappointment with a sort of hopelessness that the other person could ever rise above their limitations.

      Diana had confided that the woman’s attitude was mostly an act but made her promise to go along with the game. Ruby nodded at both in turn. “Greetings.”

      Shentia rose from her antique chair and gestured toward a door Ruby had never been through. “Follow me.” It opened onto a staircase, which provided access to the shop’s top floor. Ruby hadn’t put together that the upper level was there, despite having seen the second story from outside. The stairs led to a quaint living room, with a small kitchen to one side and a closed door on the other. Nylotte took the wingback chair in the middle of the U-shaped arrangement of furniture, and Idryll and Ruby chose the loveseat, leaving the couch for their host.

      Shentia appeared after a minute with a silver serving tray, on which rested teacups, a pot, and an array of cookies. She set it on the table in the center of the seats, then perched on the edge of the couch. “Have some.”

      Idryll's hand snaked out and snatched at the nearest, causing them all to laugh. Through a mouthful of crumbs, Idryll said, “What? They’re cookies, and I’m hungry.”

      Their host smiled. “That’s what they’re for. It’s always lovely to see someone fully enjoy themselves.” Nylotte drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair, and Shentia seemed to take it as a sign. She said, “I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you here.”

      Ruby nodded. “I figured you needed me to do something for you, but I would say Nylotte’s presence here seems to argue against that.”

      Diana’s mentor laughed darkly. “Well, it does most likely involve doing something. But for both of us, rather than just Shentia.”

      The snarky part of Ruby’s mind observed, probably means we won’t get any credit toward our debt. The rest of her brain followed her body, which turned slightly in Shentia's direction as the other woman spoke. “Events in Ely have us concerned, as members of the Drow community here on Earth. We have each worked long and hard to create a space for ourselves where we have no reason to fear humans and live cooperatively with other magicals. This is a continuing challenge, of course, based on how people often view the Drow.”

      Nylotte grumbled, “Not always incorrectly, which is the particular problem we face here.”

      Shentia nodded. “Indeed. Elnyier is not representing our people well as the head of the Council.”

      Ruby sighed. “I have to admit that’s my opinion too, although I would say she’s not representing anyone well. Quite a disappointment, really. What’s your beef with her?”

      Shentia sipped her tea and nibbled the edge of a cookie before responding. “We agree that were we in her place; we would have already dealt harshly with the one behind the anti-human movement. His actions aren’t good for our people, not good for magicals in general, and obviously quite bad for the humans he targets. Her responsibility to address it is twofold, both as leader of the Council and representative of the Drow in this kemana. She has failed in this task, and the scope of her failure grows with each new attack.”

      Nylotte interjected, “Thus, someone must remove her from power.”

      Ruby’s brain went momentarily offline. Then she shook her head to clear the fog and asked, “You mean you want me to kill her?”

      The other woman chuckled darkly. “Well, that would be both efficient and effective. You could opt for less militant options first, of course. Perhaps she could be removed by vote, as she arranged matters against Lord Maldren?”

      Ruby nodded thoughtfully. “Maybe. I know at least one member of the Council who might throw his support to another candidate, so that gives our contingent two votes at a minimum. It might be possible to convince enough others to join in to defeat her. I can definitely give that a try.”

      Shentia scowled. “Of course, the other issue is the Drow male who is behind all this chaos.”

      Idryll interrupted, “Ruby calls him the Hat.”

      Both Dark Elves stared at her, and Ruby felt silly. Oh, there’s going to be payback for that one, kitty cat. She explained, “He tends to wear a hat when he’s out in public. It’s a simple way to spot him, especially with drones and cameras.”

      Shentia replied, “Because he wants others to notice him. That’s not a surprise. He requires publicity for his actions to have meaning.”

      Ruby asked, “Why the sudden interest? I mean, no offense, but he’s been in town causing trouble for a while.”

      Nylotte shrugged. “Multiple reasons. First, when his group was a mixture of magicals, that was one thing. Others could have perceived it as a grassroots effort, diverse beings with shared interests coming together. Now that he’s fielding mainly Drow, it’s easy to judge his actions as something more sinister, even though they are no different than before. We have enough bad press as it is.”

      “That makes sense. Can’t you do anything about him?”

      Shentia lifted an eyebrow and a hint of a grin formed on her lips. “We are. We’re sending you.”

      Nylotte shook her head with a small smile at her companion’s comment. “Politically, we can’t act while Elnyier is in power. It’s her responsibility, and it would be inappropriate for us to undermine her by taking it on.”

      So, ghosting her is fine, but helping her isn’t. It’s a good thing the position of Mirra doesn’t require elections or politicking. I’d be so the wrong person for the job if it did. “What about our mutual friends?” Surely Diana and her people could take out the Drow easily.

      “They’re spread thin already, with challenges that affect more people than the events in Ely do. They lack the capacity to add another task. We’re on our own, here.”

      By which you mean I’m on my own here while you pull on the puppet strings. Well, my team and I. “Fair enough. What if removing her from Council leadership doesn’t work?”

      Nylotte shrugged. “Then we’ll have to consider our options. All in all, getting her voted out would be best for everyone involved.”

      Especially for Elnyier, given the alternative. “Any ideas on how to deal with the Hat and his gang?”

      Shentia replied, “Once Elnyier can no longer use her leadership role to block the effort, it should be simple enough to rally the rest of the Council to bring the wills of those they lead to bear on that issue. If the entire community rises against him, he’ll have to stop, either because he recognizes he no longer has support or because the larger group takes action against him. Either way, the problem is solved.”

      Idryll looked at Nylotte and said, “Apologies for the personal question. I get why Shentia is concerned. She lives here. Why do you care?”

      “It is a rude inquiry, but the answer is simple, and I’m willing to share it. Inappropriately, others often judge me by the actions of other Drow. Thus, when one of us acts badly, it stains me. In fact, it stains all of us.”

      Ruby replied, “We’ll do our best to take care of this for you. Let’s hope we can do it the easy way.” Because having to kill Elnyier over politics doesn’t seem right. If it comes to that, I’ll have to find a better option.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby’s vantage point showed an array of people, some of them clearly looking for trouble. She tensed, ready to intervene, as a pair of dwarves bumped into a trio of college kids. Fortunately, the situation resolved itself with only a few jokes and a gruff apology exchanged. She shook her head. “Mick, I’ll take a refill.”

      The bartender nodded and pulled her another drink. Morrigan's voice came over the comm. “Bored?”

      Ruby shielded her mouth with her hand and replied, “It’s not the best night I’ve ever spent at the Grinding Axes, that’s for sure.”

      Idryll said, “Think of it this way. At least you’re not outside on the rooftops where your natural clumsiness would put your life at risk.”

      She sighed and accepted the drink that the dwarven bartender handed over to her. It was one of the abbey’s special brews and featured an unusual taste she couldn’t quite identify. Some sort of greenish spice. Not rosemary, but something in that family, maybe. I’ll need to ask Abbott Thomas for another tasting. Every so often, the head of the abbey put together a small meal and talk about the beers they were brewing, debuting new varieties to a trusted inner circle she was unexpectedly and most gratefully a part of.

      Demetrius said, “You just miss me, I’m sure. It’s natural to pine after someone as awesome as I am. Not something to be ashamed of.”

      Idryll and Morrigan made kissing noises over the comm, their latest way to poke fun at her relationship with the infomancer. She replied in a flat tone, “Truer words were never spoken. Does anyone see him yet?” A chorus of negatives came over the comms. “Anything useful on the drones?”

      “Not on mine, and since we lost the video feeds from the PDA, I have nothing else to offer.”

      Morrigan replied, “Oh, I think you have plenty to offer. Are you sure you don’t want to dump her and date me instead?”

      Ruby’s follow-up would have been appropriately crude, but an elf slid onto the stool next to her, disrupting her concentration. His voice was lower than she would have expected at first glance. “Hey.”

      She gave him a fast visual review. Tall, thin, with long, perfectly brushed golden hair. Earrings, not too ostentatious, and a lip ring she kind of liked. But his eyes were disquieting, something superior in them that set off alarm bells. Not a threat, but not my type, either. She replied neutrally, “Hi.”

      “I think I’ve seen you in here before, usually with a group, is that right?”

      Morrigan whispered, “D, are you getting this? He’s hitting on your girlfriend.”

      Ruby restrained laughter at her sister’s comment. “Yeah, once or twice at least.”

      He said something in response, but she lost it as the opening door snatched her attention. She interrupted him. “I’m sorry. I’ve been waiting for someone, and they just got here. Nice chatting with you.” She slipped off her chair and exchanged a couple of words with the other bartender, Domick’s twin, Jastrum. Her brain shifted into battle mode as she headed over to the table where her target sat alone.

      The dwarf and elf who’d entered with him weren’t with him, which was notable. Protection, then, not company. Interesting. She whispered, “I’ve got him. Get close in case we need to follow him.”

      Ruby covered the rest of the distance, took the seat across from him, and nodded a greeting.

      He scowled but returned the nod. “No gift drink this time?”

      She shrugged. “I thought you might not trust it. It seems as if you’re a little nervous.” She tilted her head toward one of the guards that had entered with him.

      He laughed. “Could be that I am. Good instincts on your part.”

      “I’ll buy you one though.”

      He replied, “Won’t say no to that. Be right back.” Grentham walked up to the bar, and when Jas looked over at her, she nodded. He returned several moments later with a tall glass of beer in his hand. As he moved into the seat with a groan, he asked, “So, what do you want this time?”

      She put on an affronted expression. “What makes you think I want something?”

      He took a deep drink and replied, “Please. Everyone wants something.”

      Sad but true. “Okay, you’ve got me figured out. I’ll tell you what I want. Then you can do the same, how’s that?”

      “Free country.”

      His clipped tone brought out the same in her. “Elnyier's a menace. She has to go.”

      He managed to swallow before breaking out in laughter, loud enough that a couple of people looked over to see what was going on. “Well, that’s rather bold and direct. Not that you’re wrong. What did she do to tick you off?”

      Ruby sipped at her drink. “Long story, and boring. Short version is that some folks I owe want her gone, so it’s my job to get her gone.”

      He stared at her through lowered brows. “Gone, gone?”

      “Only if there’s no other way. I really need to find another way, since I don’t have the contacts to manage the other thing, regardless. Figured maybe we could vote her off.”

      He pulled on his beard thoughtfully. “Could work, with the right amount of persuasion, extortion, and manipulation.”

      She laughed. “I’m okay at persuasion, inexperienced at extortion but willing to learn, and dead useless at manipulation. Definitely going to need some help.” She finished her beer and signaled for another round for them both. “So, what is it you want, aside from a free drink?”

      His brows lowered, and his face wrinkled in anger. “For bloody Worldspan Security to fall back into the deep cesspool they crawled out of. Preferably screaming all the way down.”

      Ruby nodded, trying to convey sympathy without showing any pity. He wouldn’t respond well to that. “I heard your building blew up. Figured it might have something to do with them, given their similar experience in the not-too-distant past.”

      His eyes followed his finger as he drew patterns in the condensation his glass had left on the table. “They suck. A lot. Like, a lot a lot.”

      “What’s the deal with you two? Where’s the profit in physically going after each other?”

      He met her gaze again. “It’s not about profit. They attacked us for some different reason.”

      She noticed he didn’t reference the fact that Aces had started it or that they might’ve had an ulterior motive as well. “Why do you think they did it?”

      He lowered his voice to a hint above a whisper. “It’s Sloane’s wife. She hired us after he died to handle things for her in the city, then apparently decided she liked Worldspan better.”

      His words didn’t quite ring true to her ears, but she wasn’t interested in plumbing the depths of his veracity. “Will you help with the Council?”

      He spent a minute drinking in silence, clearly turning over the question in his mind. Finally, he replied, “On one condition. If Sloane attacks me and mine again, you bring whatever Mist Elves you can rally in support.”

      She nodded. “I’ll try.”

      He chuckled, but it held no humor. “I suppose that’s all I can ask for at this point. I presume you want to put forth your father for leader of the Council?”

      “Do you have a better idea?”

      “No. But you should make sure he knows it could get nasty. I’d start taking precautions now.”
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        * * *

      

      Rayar Achera asked, “When are Council politics not nasty?” He was staring into the fire with his back toward her. His study was warm and the drink in her hand a perfect cellar temperature.

      Ruby had shared the details of her conversations with the Drow women and with Grentham. Her father hadn’t appeared overly surprised by any of it. She said, “You all seemed pretty amicable to me.”

      He turned to her and shook his head. “Illusion, more or less. When there isn’t a power vacuum or serious imbalance, we mostly get along fine. When there is, the knives come out and everyone’s seeking an advantage.”

      “Now that your numbers are smaller, the likelihood of power shifts is greater.”

      He nodded. “It takes convincing fewer people, which probably means less compromise to accomplish things. I don’t suppose this can wait until we replace our lost members?”

      Ruby shook her head. “They seemed quite serious that it should happen quickly. Besides, every day she’s in charge is another day that the Drow and his gang are causing trouble for humans and magicals alike.”

      “Fair.” He tipped the last of the whiskey in his tumbler down his throat, then set the glass down with a sigh. “Of course, I’ll do it. You’re right. The time for action is now if we want to keep things from spiraling out of control even further. I’ll need your help to convince people to throw their support behind me.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      “Hopefully, the two of us together can get it done. Guess we might as well get started.”

      She frowned. “Right now? It’s nearly midnight.”

      He laughed and looked almost eager for what lay ahead. “Politics never sleeps, daughter. Welcome to my battlefield.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby led the way through the Darkest Night casino’s entrance, and as always was immediately entranced by the nighttime sky that seemed to extend to infinity overhead. Demetrius gave her a gentle push to keep her moving, and Daphne and Liam laughed as they joined her. The dwarf said, “How many times have you been in casinos? You know it’s all smoke and mirrors.”

      Ruby shook her head. “That doesn’t lessen its beauty one bit.” She was in her human disguise. Of the present company, only Demetrius had seen her without it. Her apparent non-magical status earned her some glares from the magicals around, not only limited to the Dark Elves. She muttered, “Feels more hostile than usual.”

      Daphne replied, “My friends at the Ebon Dragon see the same thing. We’re not putting our best foot forward at the moment, community-wise.”

      Liam grunted. “None of that nonsense happens at the Underground. Anyone acts like a jerk, and we throw him out straight away.”

      Demetrius laughed. “You all are always looking for a reason to throw people. That’s just a convenient excuse.”

      The dwarf grinned. “You’re not wrong. Unlike in most casinos, security is the most sought-after job in ours.”

      Ruby checked her watch and warned, “If we don’t get moving, we’ll miss our reservation time.”

      Daphne poked her in the arm. “You’re the one who’s stargazing, sweetheart.”

      Liam poked Daphne. “Hey. I’m the only one you should call sweetheart.”

      Ruby and Demetrius exchanged smiles as the group headed for the restaurant, simply called Dusk. She had chosen their destination for the evening, both because she wanted to try out the new menu and because she was hoping to do a little reconnaissance and get a sense of what things were like on the ground in the Dark Elf casino. Once they were in their seats, after the drink orders and before the arrival of the waiter to take their food requests, Ruby said, “I have a confession to make.” She released her illusion, letting the others see her in her natural Mist Elf form.

      Liam’s jaw dropped open. “Well. That’s something.”

      Daphne’s mouth formed a perfect O, then she enthused, “That explains so much. I always thought it was weird that a human was going into technomancy, although your explanation was plausible enough to deflect my suspicions.”

      Ruby chuckled. “I’m sorry I had to deceive you. It’s a long story involving a prophecy and my parents protecting me. It turns out the prophecy was true, and now that I’ve become the Mirra of the Mist Elves, I can quit pretending.”

      Liam looked at Demetrius and asked, “You knew?”

      He shrugged. “Not at first, but eventually. It wasn’t my secret to share. Besides, the danger sounded pretty real.”

      Daphne cocked her head. “Why?”

      Ruby replied, “The Mirra is the leader of the Mist Elves. Basically, I speak for all of us.”

      Liam whistled. “Damn. No pressure, right? Do you get a crown and a palace?”

      She laughed. “Sort of. The castle is pretty nice, though.” She chose not to mention the crown that had magically melted into her head to record her personality for future Mirra to access.

      Their waiter, a young Dark Elf male, arrived and took their orders for appetizers and meals. When he left, another person approached the table. Ruby nodded. “Elnyier.”

      The Drow casino owner and current leader of the Council nodded in return, gazing down at the four of them. “Mirra Ruby Achera. Are you going to introduce me to your friends?”

      Ruby complied, and they exchanged pleasantries on both sides. She said, “Your casino is gorgeous.”

      The other woman smiled, but the pleasantness didn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you very much. We think it’s the most beautiful one on the Strip, of course.” The smile faded to neutrality. “I hope you enjoy your meal. I gave instructions to the kitchen to make your experience extra special. Best regards to your father.”

      She turned and walked away, and Demetrius whispered, “Does that mean she’s poisoned us?”

      Ruby fought to keep a neutral expression on her face, suppressing the scowl that wanted to rise. Can’t let her see that she got to me. “I don’t imagine she would do something so obvious, especially after people saw her interacting with us in public.” She watched from the corner of her eye as Elnyier sat at a table on the edge of the dining room. She was joined a minute later by another Dark Elf. Ruby blocked her mouth with her hand and whispered to her boyfriend, “No hat, but I think that could be him.”

      Demetrius replied, “That’s not good.”

      Liam asked, “What are you two on about?”

      Ruby shook her head. “That woman is the leader of the Council, in addition to being the owner, or at least one of the owners of this casino. I think she’s meeting with someone involved in the anti-human movement.”

      Daphne said, “Not exactly the sort of relationship you want to see a Council member encouraging, I imagine.”

      Ruby replied, “Indeed.”

      The witch said, “They look like they’re on a date.”

      Demetrius said, “Maybe they are.”

      “What?”

      Her boyfriend shrugged. “Evil people need love too.”

      While the others had been bantering, Ruby had been keeping an eye on the other woman. She sighed. “I was hoping the people around her would dislike her, proving she was some sort of tyrant. But she seems to have their support, at least the ones in here.” She paused as a pair of humans entered the room, walked over to Elnyier's table, and shook hands with her. “Dang. Apparently, folks from outside Magic City find her appealing, too. Those two are on the state gaming commission. When I’ve seen them at Spirits, they’ve been much more frowny.”

      The arrival of their meals forestalled discussion. Instead of what they’d ordered, the waiter delivered a tray full of family-style tasting dishes. He grinned and explained, “Some of everything on the menu. Whatever you particularly like, I’ll happily get you more of. Anything you need, just ask.” They tucked into the meal, and despite her distaste for the woman herself, Ruby had to admit that the Dark Elf’s restaurant was fantastic.

      All the more reason to get that craft beer restaurant online in Spirits, give this place some competition. The conversation stayed light until they’d finished dessert and waddled toward the door to walk off some of the calories on the Strip. She took a parting look at Elnyier and shook her head. Once they were outside, and arguably beyond the range of any microphones that might be listening in from Darkest Night, Ruby said, “We need to figure out what the hell her game is. I thought it was a power grab on the Council, but now I’m not so sure.”

      Demetrius replied, “Assuming she uses transport other than portal, I can follow her with a drone. Keep a few around the casino at all times; pick her up when she comes out.”

      Ruby nodded. “I can’t imagine she’ll give us anything, but you have the small ones that shouldn’t spook her, so you might as well. Keep an eye out for her boyfriend, too.”

      He grinned. “Well, at least you’re one up on her there.”

      “Huh?”

      “Boyfriends. Hers is a marauding jerk. Yours is a brilliant and handsome infomancer. Much better.”

      Ruby laughed and grabbed his hand, interlacing her fingers with his. “So very true and humble, as usual. Now, how about we all head down to Spirits and grab an after-dinner drink?” And let my dad know Elnyier's up to something with the gaming commission. He’s not going to be any more pleased with that information than I am.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Grentham had checked his desks in most of the pawnshops he owned before finally finding the card he was looking for in the next to last. It was one of his Aces business cards, but with a number scrawled on the back. He muttered, “Hope she’s still using this,” and headed for a public Internet terminal on the Strip.

      He entered the cylindrical booth, pulled the door closed, and used a software phone to call the number. It rang ten times before finally connecting. A synthesized voice said, “Hello, Grentham.”

      He replied, “Scimitar. You owe me.”

      After a pause, the infomancer said neutrally, “It could be that I do. Perhaps not, though. What do you want?”

      “A time and a place to intercept Smith.”

      “Wait one.”

      He drummed his fingers on the plastic cocoon that kept his communication private. It wasn’t air-conditioned, which encouraged the user to wrap up their business quickly in the Nevada heat. She came back on the line with a chuckle that he found instantly annoying. “Apparently, the fates are aligning for you.”

      He scowled. “In a good way, for a change?”

      She replied, “Could be. They’re en route to Magic City. They have an appointment with the real estate agent in an hour or so at this address.”

      A grin spread across his face as he memorized the information. “Thanks. This doesn’t make us even, but it’s a step in the right direction.”

      “That’s a matter of opinion, but I sense you don’t have time for that discussion at the moment. Not if you’re going to make that appointment.”

      “Until we chat again, then.” The line disconnected, and he dropped a portal at his feet, falling through it to the warehouse that was now the secret headquarters of his security company.

      The guards had their guns drawn within a few seconds of his arrival, and he nodded in approval. “Good reflexes. It’s only me, though. Back to what you were doing.”

      He and Jared had agreed that keeping their core staff close was essential. They were paying a bonus to those willing to live at the base and leave only by portal to handle their gigs at the casinos that hadn’t abandoned them. Gotta keep whatever cash flowing we can for our people and us. He’d already had to tap his first-level reserves to cover payroll, and while he had many fallback options remaining, it offended him to have to use any of them.

      The rolling crate that served as his locker was right where he’d left it, and he tapped all the locks with his index finger to release them. He strapped on the belt that held the sheathes for his axes, then slipped the weapons into the holders. He hadn’t sharpened them lately but trusted they would be adequate for his needs, as always. The smartest plan would be to throw them from under a veil. Plant one in Smith’s skull and the other in his partner’s. But what fun would that be?

      He slid into his bulletproof vest and added ballistic thigh pads. He considered taking the shotgun, as its slugs would open almost any door and be equally useful in eliminating his enemies, but decided against it. If his magic and axes couldn’t handle it, the big weapon wasn’t going to help. Besides, it was bulky for someone his size, and he didn’t need anything to slow him unnecessarily.

      He grabbed his traveling toolkit, with its lock pick and other clever implements, and made sure his healing flasks were where they belonged. Finally, he donned a shield necklace and mentally reviewed the command word a few times. His magic plus attacking by surprise would give him all the advantage he needed.

      Grentham portaled to a spot a block away from his target location. Illusion changed him from a short, stocky armored dwarf into a willowy-tall elf in a business suit, and he headed toward his destination with a spring in his step. The front door was locked, as expected, and more illusion covered the work of the electronic pick. A moment later, he entered the building.

      The bottom floor of the four-story structure was supposed to be commercial space, already subdivided into several small shop areas. He found a staircase and climbed to the second level, a huge empty rectangle without interior walls or finishings. Construction tools lay scattered underfoot. The third floor was identical. Which means they must be up on four unless the appointment information was wrong.

      He ascended the stairs to the top level with an excess of caution, both to avoid being heard and to detect any potential ambush that might lie in wait, should Scimitar prove unreliable. He opened the door as quietly as possible, and voices carried to him through the crack. The first was female, one he remembered mocking him at their last meeting. The wench asked, “Could this floor be an apartment?”

      Grentham closed the door silently behind him and approached under a veil. The real estate agent and Thompson stood together on one side of the room, and Smith was by himself, staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up one of the walls. The woman he didn’t know replied, “Well, the space is zoned commercial, so that’s a bit of a challenge. If the top level is built out as a rental and rented by a company, perhaps for one of its executives, that would probably please both the zoning board and the IRS.”

      Smith chuckled. “Shell corporation, then. No problem.”

      From under his veil, Grentham announced, “Oh, there’s definitely a problem, believe me.”

      He released the magical invisibility and simultaneously created a portal behind Thompson and the real estate agent. A force blast sent them both tumbling through it, spilling them out into the middle of a Nevada desert, and he closed the portal after them.

      Smith was competent. He’d always given the man respect for that quality, and his foe had his pistol out almost instantly. Three bullets struck Grentham in the chest, and the vest hidden under his outer shirt absorbed the impacts with ease. He levitated a heavy toolbox in front of him in time to intercept the next barrage of rounds aimed at his head, then sent a fireball spiraling toward his opponent.

      Smith tossed a canister between them, and the flaming sphere winked out as if it was never there. Grentham felt his magic vanish and scowled. Maybe I should’ve brought the shotgun. When did they start making anti-magic emitters that portable? While his brain wondered about the reversal, his hands worked by instinct. He drew his axes, gripping one in his right and sending the other tumbling end over end at his opponent.

      It struck the arm holding the gun, unfortunately with the handle rather than the blade, but with enough force that his opponent’s pistol fell to the floor. Grentham rushed him, ready to plant the ax head deep into his chest, but his foe was fast enough to pull out a baton, flick it to full extension, and block the strike before it could land.

      Smith growled, “This has been coming for a long time, you bastard.” The other man snapped out a kick that Grentham took on an armored thigh.

      He countered with a back fist to the man’s chest, meeting a ceramic protective plate that had been invisible behind a perfectly tailored shirt. He gritted his teeth against the pain and whipped the ax around again. They traded a series of blows, baton versus ax, neither of them gaining more than a moment’s advantage. His hatred for the other man was almost blinding, which in retrospect was the only explanation for how he’d missed the way his foe was maneuvering the fight’s location.

      When Smith drove away and came up with Grentham's thrown ax in one hand and the baton in the other, the dwarf shook his head. “Have I ever mentioned how much I hate you? Jared does too, for what it’s worth. Even more than I do.”

      Smith grinned, and it was an ugly sight. “Well, when I finish with you, I’ll be sure to pay my respects. A little bird told me he died once. Maybe he’d like to repeat the experience.”

      Grentham stepped in and chopped down with his ax, but the other man blocked it with its twin and snapped the baton into his ribs. Fortunately, the vest took most of the blow, but what got through still hurt. Two weapons against one, with no magic on to rely upon, turned the fight against him. He managed to pick off the most dangerous blows, taking shots from the baton while avoiding any from the ax.

      Had it been axes only, he would’ve been able to take the other man easily. But his foe’s longer reach, combined with the damned baton’s extension, meant that any attack he tried earned him a strike before he even got close. The damage was adding up, slowing him down, and finally the weapon caught him on the ankle at the wrong moment, sending him tumbling to the floor.

      Smith advanced with an arrogant expression, clearly relishing the moment. Grentham grinned suddenly and said, “So close.” His magic had returned an instant before, and he smashed the confused look off Smith’s face with a blast of force that sent the man flying through the windows with a huge crash. Grentham limped over to gaze down, nodding in satisfaction at his opponent’s broken form on the street four stories below. He muttered, “Before you go into the light, be sure to tell your wench partner and your boss that they’re next. Scumbag.”
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      Julianna Sloane took a moment to brace herself. The last time she’d been in a place like this, it was horrible, literally upending her entire existence. Well, at least I wasn’t in love with this one.

      She nodded, and the medical technician opened the door to the morgue. She set her chin and walked through, stopping beside Vicki Thompson to look down at the body on the table. A sheet covered it, but even so, it wasn’t in the proper shape. She asked, “You checked?”

      Thompson replied softly, “I did. It’s him.”

      “Does the police story check out?”

      Her lieutenant—her only lieutenant, now—nodded. “Yeah. He fell from a height, for sure. Too much damage for them to know what happened beforehand. Of course, we know the cause. Grentham.”

      Julianna pressed her lips together to control her anger. “The dead are free. The living still have work to do. Let’s take a walk.”

      The Medical Examiner’s office was on the city's outskirts, but only a dozen blocks or so away from where the incident had occurred. They walked the intervening distance in silence, each woman occupied with her thoughts. When they reached the building where she’d hoped to reside, plywood was visible on the top floor, covering what used to be a window. The pavement before her was ordinary, as if the death of someone she trusted hadn’t made an impact on it, or on anything. She shook her head. “I can’t possibly live here now.”

      Thompson replied, “I’m glad to hear that.”

      With a sigh, Julianna Sloane let her previous plans go. Again. It was time for new ones. “Take me to whatever bar is decent and frequented mainly by humans. We need to talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Thompson had researched while they waited for their ride, and it was a short trip to the opposite side of the Strip, near the Taka Tower. Julianna inwardly chuckled as they passed the structure, still damaged from the Drow attack upon it. Apparently, my wanting to live somewhere is the kiss of death. Should probably warn my neighbors in Vegas. She set the dark thoughts free as Thompson helped her out of the car, and they entered an upscale restaurant.

      The bar was chrome and glass, and tuxedoed bartenders moved calmly behind it. The atmosphere was moody and reserved, appropriate for her mental state. She chose a spot in the corner with a curved booth that would hide them from prying eyes. Thompson joined her a moment later, tumblers of whiskey in her hands. Julianna sipped hers, then sighed and set it on the table. “Okay. This is a serious setback, but not a defeat. Until the time we find someone trustworthy enough to elevate, I’m doubling your salary.” She’d paid both of her lieutenants exactly the same amount to the penny, so neither would feel she was playing favorites.

      Thompson nodded. “Appreciated. I’ll review all our personnel files to identify potential candidates.”

      There wouldn’t be any, not soon. Julianna needed to know someone before she could trust them, and she hadn’t had time to focus on anyone underneath Smith and Thompson. “We need to get in touch with Worldspan. Whatever their plans are, they have to move faster.”

      Thompson nodded. “I’ll tell them. And when Prash asks for a reason?”

      The woman in charge of Worldspan Security was as competent as she was annoying. Of course, she’ll ask, and she’ll expect an answer. “Tell her we require Worldspan to be operating in as many casinos as possible since we don’t know where the next opportunity might present itself. However they can get in, they should. Front of house, backstage, personal bodyguards, whatever. What’s important is getting inside the casino defenses. Then we’ll have the luxury of deciding which target looks most ripe for the taking.”

      Thompson growled, “Of course, we won’t be able to get into The Underground.”

      Julianna nodded. “I know. The dwarves will stick with Aces, even though they’ve proven themselves to be a dismal failure. It’s too bad we couldn’t have killed Grentham instead of Jared.”

      Her lieutenant scowled. “And doubly annoying that he had a medkit on him.”

      In response to the rare display of anger from the other woman, Julianna said, “Don’t worry. Jared will pay. Grentham will pay. If the dwarves choose not to play along by hiring Worldspan, well, they’ll pay, too.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Grentham pushed open the door to Jared’s hospital room, satisfied with the attentiveness of the duo on guard outside it. His partner was sitting up in bed, flicking through television channels and looking bored. Grentham said, “Man, this is the life. Hang around, watch TV, get waited on hand and foot.”

      Jared snorted. “Want to trade? I’m down.”

      He shook his head. “No thanks. I dislike doctors and hate hospitals.” He moved closer and lowered his voice. “Smith is dead.”

      A wide smile spread across his partner’s face. “Really?”

      “I wanted to tell you in person. He took a long drop with a sudden stop.”

      “Nice. And his partner?”

      Grentham shrugged. “Had to divide and conquer. We’ll deal with her later. Are you ready to get out of this place yet?”

      Jared sighed and dropped the remote on his blanket-covered legs. “Doctors say a few more days before they can move me safely. Some of the stitching they do inside is delicate.”

      “They’re lying. Just want you to pay extra to stay longer.”

      A laugh escaped his partner. “Could be, but I think I’ll believe them on this, what with all that time spent in medical school.”

      Grentham's expression turned serious, and he gripped the rail on the edge of the hospital bed. “I don’t think you’re safe here.”

      Jared nodded. “I get it. You kicked the hornets’ nest, and they’ll be buzzing. I don’t want to die because we decide to relocate me too soon, either.”

      “The doctors aren’t thinking about portals. We could transfer you safely.”

      The other man shook his head. “Too much on the unknown side of the equation. Plus, the AI medical kit was single-use. I’m without a backup plan until I can get another, and that’s going to take some serious effort. Let’s play the odds and trust the docs, at least until it’s vital that we don’t.”

      Grentham scowled. I don’t have to like it, but it’s his call. “A second guard in here, then.” It was a statement, not a question.

      His partner acquiesced. “Sure. I can deal with that. As long as everyone understands I’m in control of the TV remote.”

      Grentham managed a laugh and reached into the backpack he’d brought along. He withdrew a small canister and handed it over. “Take a look at this in your spare time. It’s an anti-magic emitter Smith tried against me. Worked really well, actually, but fortunately not for long. If it had lasted another thirty seconds or so, he would’ve been the one visiting you instead of me.”

      Jared turned it over in his hands, examining the outer casing. “I guess I can free up a little time from my sitcom-watching schedule. Thanks.”

      “Might be handy when we take on Worldspan again.”

      Jared’s head snapped up. “You don’t think that’s over?”

      Grentham scratched at his beard. “I can’t imagine a future where our business with them is over. Even if it is on their end, it’s not on mine. That wench needs to go down.”

      Jared chuckled. “What is it with you and her?”

      “What was it with you and Smith?” Grentham shook his head. “I don’t know, man. She infuriates me. And to have her thinking she’s won? Hell no.”

      “Better make sure you prepare your travel plans in advance of that adventure.”

      He patted his partner on the shoulder. “They’ve been ready for weeks. I wonder if Reno could use a new security company. What do you think?”

      Jared nodded. “Yeah. I’m coming around to the idea of putting Magic City in the rearview. Wouldn’t you miss being part of the Council, a community leader, and all that?”

      Grentham rolled his eyes. “Those people suck, especially since Elnyier's in charge. No, I think the next phase of my existence should be devoted to the pursuit of wealth and comfort. Wine, women, song, the whole nine yards.”

      Jared leaned back, his hands continuing to explore the canister. “Now that sounds like a plan, partner.”
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      Ruby ducked under the swipe of the sword that sought her head. She whipped her blade around, tip pointed to the ground, to deflect the one aimed at her ankles. She knew better than to leap over it and give her opponent the opportunity to slam into her while her balance was compromised. Her foot lashed out in a kick, but the other woman danced nimbly back, twirling both blades in a flourish before stepping into a fighting stance.

      Keshalla remarked, “Speed’s not bad, but against two swords, a single blade is going to put you on the defensive most of the time.”

      Ruby scowled, but her teacher had spent the last twenty minutes demonstrating the truth of her words. Ruby tried again to send lightning through the sword at her mentor, but it fizzled out somewhere along the path. She growled in frustration and attacked, but Keshalla blocked her swing and circled her blade to redirect it, opening up Ruby’s ribs for a stab.

      Ruby intercepted it with a force-covered hand, earning a dark look from her mentor. “Yeah, yeah, I need a real blocking option. I know. I’ll ask Shentia for the dagger back or get a different one.”

      Keshalla attacked, and in between strikes, observed, “You might be better off with something like a sai, able to trap weapons rather than only stopping them. That would nullify part of your opponent’s advantage in the two-swords-to-one scenario.”

      Ruby tried to send magic down the blade again and failed again. She sensed the beings within trying to speak to her and fell easily into the mental space she used to commune with them. Her design was present today, comfortable chairs set on a finely woven rug in the middle of an expansive grassland.

      She retained a sense of her body’s actions as it continued the battle against Keshalla, but time passed very differently in this place, allowing her ample opportunity for discussion. Shalia and Tyrsh were seated already, and Ruby claimed her chair facing them. She complained, “I can’t seem to get it to work.”

      The female inhabitant of her sword, who today wore a bright blue gown that covered her from neck to ankles, replied, “Yet your ability to contact us has improved, as has your body’s capacity to fight while you’re here.”

      Tyrsh, dressed in tunic and trousers of a silvery gray, nodded agreement. “Things progress.”

      Ruby didn’t miss that the pair had collectively chosen clothing in her house colors, a move that touched her more than she would have expected. The pleasant emotion lasted all of a heartbeat before a sardonic voice drawled, “You might be one of the dense ones.”

      She sighed and turned toward the sound. The Atlantean, as if he desired to be as different from the other two as possible, wore only a pair of bright scarlet shorts. His body was perfect, of course, since they all controlled how they looked in the shared space. Dark skin and muscles complemented the thick braids that fell past his shoulders. She said, “Come again?”

      He laughed. “No, I’m not insulting your intelligence, although there’s doubtless room to do so. What I mean is your mental shields are so resistant to opening that you can’t achieve the proper connection with the sword unless you’ve submerged in it. So, like, you’re dense.”

      Ruby turned to the sword’s inhabitants, both of whom were nodding. “That makes sense to you?”

      Shalia shrugged. “It’s as good an explanation as any. We don’t know why the skill eludes you. Given that we didn’t believe it possible, we are far from expert.”

      With a sigh of annoyance at having to ask the artifact for anything, she said, “What’s the solution?”

      His confident grin begged for her to punch him. “The easiest one would be to always fight with your consciousness inside the sword. That will provide the connection you need and also make the twins over there really happy.”

      The sentient inhabitants of her sword vibrated with anger at the mockery the Atlantean sent their way. Ruby shook her head. “No. I have to keep my focus outside the sword. I’m not usually alone, and even when I am, I need to be more aware of what’s going on around me than I can be from in here.”

      Tyrsh offered, “Shalia is correct. You are getting better at existing in both places simultaneously.”

      Ruby replied, “Even so.”

      The Atlantean said, “Then, blood.”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head in exasperation. “You’re screwing with me now, right?”

      He chuckled. “It would be so easy to do so, given your lack of knowledge. But no, I’m not. Power needs a channel through which to flow. You want to connect your sword to your power. Your touch isn’t enough, which suggests a deeper connection of some kind is necessary.”

      “That involves blood; how?”

      “Simple. Have a small pin put on your sword hilt, only large enough to pierce the skin. That will create a path the power can flow along. That could well be sufficient to allow you to cast through it.”

      She frowned. It made sense, although advice from the unwanted passenger lodged in her arm was inherently suspect. “And if it doesn’t?”

      He shrugged. “Cut off your hand and replace it with the sword?”

      She growled, “If this doesn’t work, I’m going to burn you in a fire.”

      His laughter also begged to be punched. “Do as you will. I always seem to survive and find a new host.”

      “Were you this annoying to the others?”

      He countered, “They were far more intelligent. They chose a full partnership with me.”

      Ruby waved. “Begone.” The Atlantean vanished, his laugh trailing behind him like the Cheshire cat’s smile. She asked Tyrsh and Shalia, “Does what he says makes sense?”

      The other woman replied, “It seems viable. Certainly, as long as you can make the addition easily, without damaging the sword itself, it’s worth a try.”

      Tyrsh added, “There’s some risk to altering an artifact weapon. You’ll need an expert. Perhaps consider finding a sharp edge to cut yourself on. Or maybe use the blade for that purpose. To test it, I mean.”

      Ruby nodded. “That’s good advice. Thank you.” She sent her consciousness spiraling back out of the safe space, and her teacher knocked the sword from her grip with a hard rap that sent pain vibrating through her fingers. “Ow. Unfair.”

      Keshalla laughed. “You weren’t fully here. What’s on your mind?”

      She reached out with her force magic and pulled the fallen weapon back to her hand. “I was chatting with the sword and the artifact.” She waggled her left arm to indicate the octopus tattoo and the magical item that lay underneath it. “About how to cast magic through the sword.”

      “Did you come up with something?”

      She explained the plan the Atlantean had suggested. Keshalla frowned. “It certainly seems logical, but it’s true that altering an artifact weapon is not a decision to be made lightly.”

      “Do you know someone who could do it?”

      “Maybe.”

      Ruby nodded. “Well, I guess we should test it.” Before she could think about it further, she transferred the sword to her left hand and nicked a finger on her right with the tip of the blade. She held it there and called for magic. Lightning wreathed the sword instantly, then sizzled out to slam into the shield her mentor had raised to defend herself. Ruby grinned. “Well, would you look at that?”

      Keshalla shook her head. “You’re incapable of taking anything slowly and carefully, aren’t you?”

      “Yep. Learned that from you.”

      The other woman sighed. “How can you be the leader of the Mist Elves?”

      She laughed. “I’m just that amazing. Now, talk to me about people who might be able to customize this weapon. Then let’s practice some more. This is fun.”
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      After dinner at her parents’ house the next day, Ruby and the rest of her family moved into the study to discuss the impending event. Dralen said, “This isn’t coming a moment too soon. People at Spirits have been tense since the moment she took over.”

      Her father nodded. “All the casino owners are feeling the pressure, and the tension is trickling down to the staff. Well, according to those who will talk to me, anyway. Rosalind is solidly in Elnyier's camp, so we aren’t speaking at the moment.”

      Ruby sighed. “Guess we shouldn’t have rescued her, then. Did you tell Elnyier what was coming?”

      He shook his head. “No, but just about every member of the Council has a fatal case of loose lips, plus there aren’t many reasons to call a special meeting. Hopefully, she won’t find out enough in advance to stop tonight’s vote.”

      Sinnia remarked, “It’s not only Elnyier that’s upsetting the other owners, though, is it?”

      Rayar shook his head and picked up the tumbler of whiskey from where it sat on the end table beside his wingback leather chair. “No, the damned Drow who’s marauding in the streets has everyone tense as well.”

      Ruby asked, “Why?”

      Her mother laughed. “Something you’ll discover as you get older is that change becomes harder and harder to accept. As does unpredictability. That guy and his gang are chaos in a bottle.”

      Her father added, “One that gets uncapped entirely too often.”

      Morrigan stared at her, and Ruby could imagine the comments she’d like to make about the Hat being uncapped. She scowled, and her sister turned away to keep her grin from getting bigger. Ruby said, “So, they’re reacting by worrying?”

      Rayar replied, “Lots of worrying, yes. Some discussion of handing over operations to younger family members and getting some distance from the business. It’s as if there’s a sudden affliction of feeling old, or maybe inadequate to the moment.”

      Dralen added, “Plus, several used Aces for their security and have now had to hire Worldspan instead, based on the goings-on.”

      Her mother shook her head. “Foolish on both their parts, but Worldspan seems to have come out on top.”

      Ruby said, “I feel like there’s more to that story, although I can’t imagine what it is.” Other than the widow Sloane, if Grentham is right. I have no reason to think he isn’t.

      Rayar shrugged. “Ultimately, it doesn’t affect our family directly, except by adding pressure to the mix and forcing some personnel changes. Anyway, hopefully after tonight, things will be better.”

      Morrigan asked, “You have the votes?”

      He sighed. “I believe I do, but I can’t be sure. Those who weren’t already behind Elnyier should be willing to vote against her. For Challen, I think it’s because he doesn’t like how she handled replacing Maldren. For Grentham, it’s probably personal. Most things are with him. I should have the edge I need.”

      Ruby replied, “Once you’re leader of the Council, what then?”

      He laughed. “Why, expand our borders, take over anyone who tries to resist, and rule the world, of course.”

      They all joined in the mirth. Sinnia smiled at her husband and said, “Now there’s the man I married.”

      Ruby shook her head. She hoped for the best but couldn’t escape the thought that Elnyier was entirely smart enough to have seen this coming.
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        * * *

      

      Most of the Council had assembled, or perhaps it was fairer to say that most of the surviving members of the original Council had gathered. Replacements for those who had fallen weren’t yet named. Each group doing its version of the political infighting the Council was engaged in was the likeliest reason why. Ruby suspected that Elnyier had fanned those flames and blocked those who had chosen. Regardless, as soon as Grentham and Challen arrived to join Rayar, Elnyier, and Rosalind, they’d have a quorum, and the meeting would be able to begin.

      The dwarf came through the door as if her thought had summoned him, looking surly. He glanced around the table, and his frown deepened. “Where’s Challen? We need to get this show on the road. I have things to do.”

      Elnyier, clad all in black and sitting primly in her chair, offered him a thin smile and a venomous tone. “So sorry that Council business has interfered with your agenda, Grentham.”

      He laughed as he sat. “Removing the mask, huh? Probably about time since you weren’t fooling anyone, anyway.”

      Rosalind countered, “You’re one to talk. How long have you been bragging to us about the stability of your security company? Doesn’t look too stable right now.” Okay, she’s definitely on Elnyier's side. Ingrate.

      Grentham's face went flat. “You can knock us down, but have no fear. When we stand back up, we’ll be ready to fight.”

      Elnyier made a point of looking down at her watch, then returned her gaze to the group. “I’m afraid we don’t have a quorum. The loss of our comrades means everyone but one remaining would have to attend, and as you can see, neither Maldren nor Challen has arrived. Unfortunate.”

      Ruby was so occupied with the gnome’s absence that she’d not taken notice of the fact that Maldren was also missing. I didn’t even think of him as part of the council. Too used to remembering him in charge, I guess. I’m sure Dad was counting on him.

      Rayar said, “I believe our rules give them some latitude. Ten minutes, isn’t it?”

      Elnyier gave her head a slight shake. “For special meetings like this one, actually, that rule doesn’t apply. But, by all means, let us wait.” Her confidence told Ruby that the result was preordained.

      The next double handful of minutes passed excruciatingly slowly, the Council members glaring at each other in silence and Ruby doing her best not to fidget where she stood behind her father’s chair. When the designated interval had come and gone, Elnyier shrugged. “We are adjourned. See you at the next regularly scheduled meeting. I’m sorry that my acquiescence to Rayar's request has wasted your time.” She rose and exited in the room in a swirl of black skirts.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby exploded the moment they were through the front door of their house, where no one could see or overhear them. “That woman is such an evil wench.”

      Her father nodded. “She really is. I thought we’d seen the worst of her, but the attitude she had on display tonight shows she’s done pretending to be part of us. What’s more concerning is that Maldren and Challen weren’t there. I didn’t speak to the healer, but I had every expectation that he would be present. Counted on it, in fact. To my knowledge, he’s never missed a meeting.”

      He headed into the study, and Ruby followed him. “Maldren, on the other hand, I was positive would attend. I talked to him earlier today, and the plans were solid. Thought maybe him exercising his right to join the Council and vote would be something she wouldn’t expect.” He shook his head as he filled two glasses with a short drink of whiskey. “I fear one or both of them has met with misfortune.”

      She nodded. “I feel the same way. I’ll grab Idryll and check on Challen. You do the same with Maldren. Take Morrigan with you. She can run information wherever it needs to go. Idryll can do the same for me.”

      Her father nodded as he set the untasted glasses on the table. “Be careful. There’s no telling what she’s up to.”

      Ruby turned and headed for the stairs. She called back over her shoulder, “I think we’re safe in the kemana. She’d be foolish to try something here.”

      Her father’s response reached her ears at the landing. “Only if you assume she’s playing by anything like the same rules we are.”

      Ruby strode toward the door and opened it. “Come on, cat. We need to visit the doctor.” She summoned a portal that would let her out on the street outside the healer’s house. It was a destination she knew well.

      Idryll stepped up beside her and asked, “Are you hurt?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No. But if someone’s messed with Challen, that someone is going to be hurt. Big time.”

      She extended her hand and used force magic to summon her sheathed sword into it, then strode through with Idryll close on her heels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby froze with her hand an inch away from the front door of Challen’s small home and office. She listened attentively, seeking whatever had tweaked her instincts. Nothing was apparent, so she tried carefully inspecting the door. That, too, resulted in nothing.

      She put her hand on the hilt of her artifact sword and whispered, “I could use any help you can give me.” She made a careful effort to open her senses to the magic around her fully.

      Normally, she maintained powerful barriers. It was an automatic habit Keshalla had instilled in her from the first day of their training. Without walls in place, a fight could be over before it began if an enemy was strong enough to roll her mind. She sensed wrongness on the entire door. “That’s weird,” she muttered.

      Idryll asked, “What?”

      Ruby shook her head slowly. “I honestly can’t say. Only that something’s strange about the door, and it feels like danger.”

      The shapeshifter replied, “The house has a chimney. Assuming there’s no fire going, I could get in that way.”

      Her frown grew. “No, I want you near me.” She considered her options and wished the small explosive devices weren’t back in the bunker. Even though it would only take a couple of minutes to retrieve them, she was unwilling to invest the time. Her senses were screaming that something was wrong, and if Challen was hurt inside, she needed to get to him. “To hell with it. Come with me.”

      She retreated around the corner of the nearby house, where she wouldn’t be in any potential trap’s line of fire. Then she reached out with all her magical strength, grabbed the door with her force magic, and yanked. On the third pull, it came free, discharging a fireball into the street.

      The moment the arcane flames had dissipated, Ruby ran in with her sword drawn, its sheath left behind on the ground to free up her other hand for magic. Challen’s main room was the same as always, doubling as both living space and reception area for his healing business. She peered into the medical office first, fearing what might await her inside, but found nothing. Idryll said softly, “That door, to the left.”

      Ruby turned to her. Idryll's nostrils had flared, and her face held a sheen of sadness. Dammit, Challen, please only be injured. She opened the door and found the gnome lying peacefully in bed, his skin ashen and his body unmoving.

      She extended her senses again, seeking traces of magic, but found none. An amateur examination came up with nothing useful. No wounds or other obvious causes of his passing were visible. I’m not the right person for this job. “Idryll, go get Shentia and bring her here, please.”

      It didn’t take long for the Drow shopkeeper to arrive. She shook her head at the sight of the gnome. “This is unfortunate. I liked him very much.”

      Ruby nodded. “I did too. So I need to find out how he died. Normally, I’d ask the healer, but,” she gestured helplessly at the body on the bed.

      Shentia moved to examine it. “So, you figured a Drow would know about death?”

      “No. I just don’t have anyone else to trust outside my family.”

      The other woman looked over her shoulder at Ruby for a moment, then nodded. She turned back to her work, bending over to peer closely at him, then said, “Look here.” Ruby stepped forward and examined the spot the Drow indicated. A small puncture wound was present on the side of his neck.

      Anger swirled inside her. “Poison?”

      Shentia straightened with a slight groan. “Almost certainly. I’m sorry to say, based on the way the skin around the injection responded and the black gums, it’s likely a Drow poison.”

      Ruby gripped her sword harder until her fingers hurt, helping her to focus past her rage. “So Elnyier did this?”

      “Not necessarily. The concoction’s components are available everywhere, and the formula is probably somewhere on the Internet by now, given how much our people have integrated with humans.”

      “Still, it does seem quite the coincidence.”

      The other woman nodded. “It does. Moreover, if it was Elnyier, she wanted you to know it. Or,” she corrected herself, “wanted whoever found the body or was in charge of the investigation to know it.”

      Ruby said, “Thank you, Shentia. I have to talk to my father. Can you take care of this? I know it’s a big ask.”

      The shopkeeper nodded. “As you said, trustworthy individuals are in short supply at the moment. I will see that our friend gets properly taken care of.”

      She portaled back to the house and hurried down the stairs to her father’s study. He was pacing the room, with a visibly shaken Maldren sitting in one of the leather chairs. His guest spoke in a voice that trembled with something like fear, or rage, or a combination of the two.

      “Elnyier made me stay away. She sent a lackey to me earlier, a Drow I don’t know, and he showed me pictures of documents that could destroy my family. I have no idea where she got them. I can’t even be sure they’re real, but they looked it.”

      He drank from the glass in his hand before he resumed speaking. “It’s something that started in my father’s time. Apparently, he stole from someone he shouldn’t have. It’s not impossible. He was a bit of a rogue back then.

      “The documents indicate that theft has continued, not a huge amount, but enough that we’d look guilty. You know what that would do to our standing with the rest of the casino owners.” He shook his head. “When I find out whoever is inside my company making this happen, death will be too good for them.”

      Ruby exchanged glances with her father. She’d never seen him as ferociously angry as he appeared at that moment. Still, even at his most outraged, what he felt couldn’t hold a candle to the molten lava that filled her stomach. She turned and headed for her sister’s room, needing to take action before she exploded.
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Ruby, Morrigan, and Idryll were in the bunker with Demetrius on comms. She pulled out her equipment belt and started refilling the materials she’d expended. Idryll and Morrigan busied themselves with their preparations.

      Ruby said, “Something is going on with the Drow, and not only the Hat. Elnyier, too. Something big enough that it was worth killing Challen over.” She paused to leash her anger yet again and forced the next words out through gritted teeth. “We need to find out what it is.”

      Morrigan replied, “How?” Her voice held no hint of amusement. It was as dark as Ruby had ever heard her sister sound, including when she talked about her kidnapping.

      “We’re going into Darkest Night.”

      Idryll asked, “Again, how?”

      Ruby scowled at the grenade that wasn’t fitting into its slot properly. Come on, damn it, work with me. “The hard way. We’ll get in from the roof and go down in disguise or under an illusion or both. It’s not subtle, and we’ll need to be sure we have exit routes ready at all times. We don’t have time to infiltrate quietly.”

      She’d expected her sister to argue, to try to be the voice of caution. Instead, Morrigan simply asked, “When?”

      “As soon as we’re sure Elnyier's not there. I want the opportunity to see what secrets it holds without dealing with her, too. She’s smart, and we’re better off splitting up these challenges. D, do what you need to do. Hack reservation lists, get drones up, whatever. Find us a window.”

      He responded, “On it.”

      Ruby instructed the others, “Bring everything you need and pack extras, too. We have to assume every Drow we see is working against us in that place.”

      Morrigan replied, “Got it.” Her voice softened a touch. “Are you okay?”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m really not. And I won’t be until we finish with this. So get cracking.”
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      Ruby, Morrigan, and Idryll crouched on the rooftop of the casino nearest Darkest Night. The Drow casino’s hotel tower was on a level with them, and Demetrius’ drones provided an image of their target from high enough above to avoid notice. If they are spotted, well, other drones are around here all the time, so they won’t necessarily be alarming. She said, “I see two sentries making a circuit of the perimeter. Looks like they have headsets and microphones.”

      Demetrius confirmed, “That’s what I’ve got, too. They’re encrypted, but it doesn’t look that complicated. I should be in shortly.”

      Ruby replied, “You’ll be able to pretend to be them?”

      “Child’s play. As soon as I understand what their confirmation routine is like, we’ll be good to go.”

      She nodded and squashed her desire to charge into action. “Waiting on your word.” She pulled her drone from the compartment on the back of her belt, unfolded its fans, and set it on the rooftop. She tapped the button on the controller on her arm to launch the preflight diagnostic, and everything came up green, the same as when she’d checked it earlier at the bunker. “This can get close without being seen, and it carries a knockout gas capsule. That should take care of one.”

      Morrigan nodded. “I’ll handle the other once we portal into the gap created by you taking out the first. Good plan.”

      Ruby asked, “D, any other security on the roof?”

      “Cameras, heat sensors, the usual. If you wait until I’m all the way into their system, I’ll be able to block any alerts. Otherwise, you’ll need to deal with them.”

      Ruby replied, “We’ll wait. We can’t risk tipping people off that we’re here. Too many of them and not enough of us. We’ll have to be extra careful inside, and you’ll need to have exit routes for us ready to go. We can’t allow them to catch us because I can’t afford for them to identify me. None of us can.”

      It was an eternal five minutes before Demetrius announced, “I’m into their comms and the casino’s alarm systems. You’re free to operate. The only way they’ll be able to detect you is if they have someone human watching the feed.” The cameras’ fields of view appeared in her display as wide cones that moved slowly across the rooftop. Their pattern offered two points where they could act with minimal risk. Not bad coverage, really.

      Morrigan said, “I’ve got the cameras, no worries.”

      Ruby replied, “You’re that sure of your new trick, are you?”

      “It’s not a trick. It’s complicated illusion magic, something you wouldn’t understand. Yes, I’m entirely confident.”

      She muttered a response under her breath as she piloted the drone across the space between the buildings. Her mask’s left lens showed the view from the small camera mounted in its nose. The structures caused the air currents to move strangely between them, and the wind buffeted her tiny craft. She compensated, brought the drone into position, and triggered the payload.

      The deployment function operated perfectly. The Drow sentry dropped, fortunately away from the edge rather than toward it. She had been ready to try to catch him magically, but it would’ve been a challenge. The backup plan had been for Morrigan to attempt to portal him in midair. Overall, it was best that they didn’t have to use either option.

      Her sister conveyed them to the other roof and launched an arrow in a short arc to take out the second sentry. Demetrius guided Ruby into the spot where he wanted his network enhancer placed, and she stuck its adhesive feet onto the side of a piece of HVAC machinery. Access to the roof was through a trapdoor and ladder, and she led the others down into a workspace filled with control apparatus and supplies for repairing the stuff on the roof. It was noisy enough to cover their sounds and lacked surveillance equipment, making it perfect for them. Morrigan asked, “Okay, where to?”

      Ruby hadn’t been sure exactly what she wanted to accomplish in the casino, only that she had to put a crimp in Elnyier's plans, whatever they were. Now she knew. The best way to mess her up is to hit her where it hurts. “Elnyier's office.”

      Idryll said, “Ah, that’s why you had to be positive she wasn’t here.”

      Sure, as far as you know. “I’m not always stupid, see?” They found a set of lockers with coveralls in them, and Morrigan and Ruby created perfect illusions of the clothes to cover their costumes. Ruby added one for Idryll and gave them each Drow features, while Morrigan did the same for her face. She asked, “You can still handle the cameras?”

      Her sister replied, “As long as I know where they are.”

      Demetrius fed a schematic to their lenses with that information, as well as other useful tidbits like locked doors and what areas had extra surveillance on them. He warned, “Guard patrols are present on every floor. Their patterns seem random.”

      Ruby replied, “Remember, we belong here. We’re simply three workers doing our thing if anyone notices us.” She’d planned to move under a veil but abandoned that notion, deciding on the spot that their illusory costumes would be sufficient to handle any encounter. She grabbed a wheeled trashcan from a corner, then handed a vacuum to Idryll and a broom to Morrigan. “What’s our best route?”

      “Service elevator. I wouldn’t get off on the executive floor. Go one above and work your way down. You’ll want to do that carefully, though, because the security office is on that level.”

      As they walked along the hallway, Morrigan murmured, “Are you sure that’s the best idea?”

      Demetrius replied, “Yeah. They’ll be more on guard against infiltration from below than above. Problems are more likely to come from that direction.”

      Idryll said, “We should create a distraction, maybe.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Nope, we’re only normal people.” She nodded at another coverall-wearing worker who passed them in a hurry. “Looks like the workers here are tense. Probably the supervisors are tough on the brutal side. Elnyier's a wench, so those beneath her likely are too.”

      They made it to the fourth floor and passed the security office unchallenged, then followed Demetrius’s directions to a break room. They used illusion to get back out without appearing to have done so and took the staircase down a level, the infomancer opening the electronic locks along their path.

      A few minutes later, they were on the floor with the executive offices. They were appropriately dark, given that it was one in the morning. Elnyier's office didn’t have a normal lock but featured a handprint instead. Ruby said, “D, little help.”

      He replied, “Can’t do it remotely. You have to open it up and use the chip I gave you. It’ll probably short out the panel.”

      “Can’t be helped.” He’d supplied a small data drive with lock picking software on it as a backup plan. The next-level backup option was a generic electronic lock pick that was part of her standard gear, but she doubted it would’ve worked on this panel. She pulled out the compact toolkit from her belt and selected the smallest levers, using them to separate the faceplate from the wall and get at the connections behind it.

      The panel came apart with four screws, giving her access to the computer board inside it. Attaching the chip took a little improvisation and some of the wire she always carried, but a moment later, the door unlatched. She took the drive out and put the panel back so no one would notice the intrusion until someone tried to use it.

      Idryll observed, “Now she’ll know we were here. Weren’t we trying to be secret?”

      Ruby nodded. “Yeah, that was the original plan. But you know, she sent us a message with her choice of poison. Assuming that was her, which I do. Just sending her one back.”

      The office interior was no different from any other executive suite she’d been in, except that it was spotless. They split up to examine the place, but no papers were left out, no computer rested on the desk, and the only storage container in the room was a safe hidden inside a credenza.

      Morrigan observed, “Well, that’s annoying. How paranoid do you have to be to lock up your computer inside your locked office inside your locked casino?”

      Ruby replied, “It’s not a bad idea. Secure your laptops when not in use.”

      Her sister grudgingly admitted, “Yeah, you’re right. I should probably suggest that.”

      Ruby nodded. “Agreed. That doesn’t help us at the moment.”

      Idryll said, “I think I have something that will, though.”

      She turned and asked, “What?”

      Her companion pointed at the floor. “A subtle wear pattern in the carpet, as though Elnyier took one path more often than she did others. There’s a similar line between the door and the desk, but this leads straight to a wall.”

      They examined it, and Morrigan said, “Look around for a switch or something.”

      It took several minutes of searching before Idryll found it on the underside of the desk. When she pushed the button, a small panel released in the wall, barely high enough to walk through and so narrow that only one person could fit at a time, and only if they went through sideways. Ruby swung it open and peered inside. “It’s a dark shaft going down. I think I see a light at the bottom.”

      Morrigan replied, “Like the one into the kemana? Think it goes there?”

      She shook her head. “I really doubt it. She could portal there. This needs to be someplace she couldn’t necessarily reach that way, or its presence and use don’t make sense. I’ll jump down and see what’s going on.”

      Her sister said, “If she can’t portal there, there may be anti-magic in use. You try it, and you could go splat.”

      Ruby sighed. “Yeah, you have a point. I’m sure I would’ve thought of that before I jumped.” Hopefully. “Anyway, let’s see what’s up.” She unpacked her drone again and flew it down, finding that the shaft did indeed end in a lighted space. She didn’t take the drone to the floor, not wanting to reveal their presence.

      While she’d been working, Morrigan had been unspooling the grapnel from her belt. She secured it to the handle on the safe, which wasn’t about to budge, and gathered the line in her hand. “I’ll go down, and you can follow. The cable can only support one of us at a time.”

      “Then I’ll go first.”

      Morrigan countered, “It’s my line.”

      “What are you, three? I’m the better fighter in close quarters, which is what’s probably down there.”

      Her sister grumbled but handed over the cable. Ruby said, “Okay, be ready to follow.” She let herself down carefully, with the line wrapped around her back to manage the friction and speed of her descent. When she got above the lighted portion, she released the rope, falling the last eight feet and landing cleanly in a crouch.

      Two Drow guards in front of her lurched into motion, and the sound of snapping bowstrings came from both sides. Ruby dove forward in a roll. “Outnumbered. Get the hell down here. Also, you were right about the anti-magic.”
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      Ruby’s sudden dive caused the bolts to miss, and by the time she returned to vertical, four knives in the hands of two Drow were coming in at her. “Probably poisoned blades,” she muttered as she braced to take them on. All four guards were in light battle armor, and the pair nearest her held the daggers.

      She had an instant to notice that the other duo was already reloading their pistol crossbows, then she was dodging and ducking as she drew her sword to engage the knife-wielders. Idryll plummeted into the room, hit the floor, rolled, and threw herself at one of the crossbow guards.

      She had no idea how her companion had convinced Morrigan to let her go first, but her arrival was timely in more ways than one. The nearest guard shifted his attention away for a heartbeat at the tiger-woman’s appearance, and Ruby shoved her sword above the armor plate guarding his thigh, stabbing deep into the muscle.

      He grabbed the wound and fell with a cry, and she aimed her backstroke at the other one’s head. He dropped rather than trying to block it, and she snapped out a kick at him. He positioned his dagger quickly, and her booted foot came down on the point. It penetrated the leather sole and the flesh it contained. Ruby screamed as she pulled the leg back, unable to bear the thought of setting her foot down as agony washed through it.

      Her foe grinned at his success for a moment, right up until the flying body Idryll had hurled across the room slammed into him and propelled him sideways into the wall with a loud crunch. Ruby hopped on one foot and yanked the dagger out of the other, then slapped the healing capsule on her shoulder harder than she needed to. The burning pain receded as the potion did its work.

      In the meantime, Idryll had wrestled the pistol crossbow away from the last sentry, and Morrigan had arrived. It took only a few minutes more to knock out and bind the guards. Ruby tentatively lowered her foot to the floor. “I didn’t hear them communicating with anyone, did you?”

      Idryll shook her head. “They didn’t say anything, only attacked. Must not have communications down here. Stand around and keep an eye on the elevator for eight hours until relieved, I guess. Boring.”

      Morrigan asked, “How’s the foot?”

      Ruby replied, “It’s fine. Healing capsule. Either it wasn’t a poisoned knife, or the potion took care of it.” I hope. “Let’s see what they were guarding.” Another handprint panel showed in the wall between where the guards had stood, and she disabled it in short order. The door opened to reveal a large portal shimmering in midair, with a darkened cavern beyond it. “I’m not sure what I was expecting, but this definitely isn’t it.”

      Morrigan said, “Yeah. Weird.”

      Idryll's voice was full of conviction. “We should not go through there. There’s surely danger through there. Dangerous danger. You’re aware of that, right?”

      Ruby nodded. “Totally aware, but we’re going to do it, anyway.”

      Her sister replied, “You go first. If I don’t see you on the other side, I’ll assume it sent you to the World In Between. I’ll go home and tell our parents you said I could have your stuff.”

      She snarked, “Thanks for being such a team player, Barb.” She sheathed her sword and rolled her neck, which gave a soft crack as it popped. “D, probably about to go out of contact. Try not to worry about us.”

      Morrigan replied, “He’s part of the stuff I get to have if you die, so we’re clear.”

      The joke didn’t penetrate her focus as Ruby stepped through the portal. She didn’t end up anywhere other than where the opening had appeared to lead, so the others followed her through a moment later.

      Idryll frowned. “We’re on Oriceran.”

      Morrigan asked, “Really?”

      “Can’t you feel it?”

      Ruby replied, “No, but I believe you. Any idea where on Oriceran?”

      The shapeshifter shook her head. “Nope. Certainly doesn’t seem familiar to me. This stone looks nothing like the mountain, though.”

      Ruby squinted ahead, trying to make out more detail in the dim illumination the lighting fixtures in the tunnel provided. “If we’re stereotyping, it makes sense that we’re underground. Drow eyes are pretty good in the dark, yeah?”

      Idryll said, “As far as I know. Our lenses aren’t working.”

      She’d noticed the same thing. “Technology is probably suspect here unless it has some sort of magical component to it. Don’t depend on it.”

      “Claws are always the best option.”

      Ignoring her companion, Ruby led the way along the corridor. Now that they had access to magic again, casting appropriate veils to hide them from view, quiet the sounds they made, and conceal their heat signatures was easy. The tunnel led to a staircase with another pair of guards standing at the bottom. They passed between them in single file, leaving the sentries unaware they’d failed their primary task.

      The stairs led to a door, and after listening carefully to detect what might be beyond it, Ruby cracked it. Morrigan used her camera trick to hide their movement from anyone on either side of the doorway. The place immediately felt familiar to Ruby. “This is a lot like the castle in the middle of the kemana. The blocks seem to be the same size, although a different material and the hallways feel identical.”

      Idryll looked around speculatively. “Probably a standard template for them all. Why redo work if you don’t have to?”

      Morrigan whispered, “Or work at all, right? Spoken like a cat.”

      “Shut it.”

      Ruby hissed, “Both of you shut it. Focus.” Even though their voices wouldn’t carry, thanks to the veil, she found it difficult to maintain her calm with their antics. The anger she felt over Challen’s death hadn’t abated a bit. Instead, it grew with each passing hour. They penetrated farther into the castle, evading guard patrols and peering into the chambers they passed. Her frustration increased with each step as they found nothing out of the ordinary. The place was a base of some kind filled with Drow.

      Morrigan asked, “Do you think this is where Elnyier lives? Is this her family?”

      Ruby replied, “Might be. No real way to tell. Could be one family, could be many. Could be a clan, could be a gang, hell, could be an employment center for gigs on Earth, for all we know.”

      They came upon a large room that held an oversized door guarded by two sentries. Several more armored Drow were present in the chamber, standing along the walls, looking bored. The trio huddled in a vacant corner, and Ruby whispered, “Any ideas?” The others had none, and she didn’t either. “Dammit. It sucks to come this far and not find anything definitive.”

      She shook her head and sighed. “Well, I guess we learned a lot of Drow are down here, and presumably they’re loyal to Elnyier. That’s more than we knew earlier, but it’s certainly not all that useful.” She pulled a locator out of her belt pouch and stuck it on the wall. “I don’t know if these will work, but no harm in dropping a few in inconspicuous spots on our way. Let’s get out of here.”

      They retraced their steps, but as they descended the staircase back into the cavern, an unexpected sight greeted them: the Hat, with a pair of Drow behind him. The shock of seeing him caused Ruby to stumble, and her veil couldn’t conceal the extra noise. An instant later, their magical concealment had been dispelled, and they were face-to-face with their foe. He backpedaled quickly and shouted, “Sound the alarm. Intruders. Kill them.”
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      Morrigan was already drawing an arrow from her quiver as their illusory invisibility fell. She released it, and it sped forward at the guard on the right-hand side that had accompanied the Hat. It struck, and the force burst detonated from it, sending him flying to scrape against the wall and land in a sprawl.

      Their target, since clearly if the Hat was here, they needed to capture him, danced adroitly over his fallen escort. She drew another force arrow and aimed it at the ceiling above him, hoping it would blast away his retreat. As it left the bowstring, she realized how stupid that was for a variety of reasons. Fortunately, it failed to collapse the tunnel on their heads or separate them from the way back to Earth.

      She imagined she could portal home without a problem under normal circumstances, but there was no telling what sort of counterspells the Drow might have guarding their sanctuary. Finding herself in the World In Between because she’d been stupid and cut off their primary escape route would be a decidedly bad end. Ruby would never let me forget that one for as long as we lived. Which, there, probably wouldn’t be very long.

      She collapsed the bow and shoved it back into its holster, stepping forward to engage the Drow that had been guarding the stairs on her side. Her right fist lashed out, headed for his jaw, but he brought his dagger up and blocked the punch with the crosspiece. Her metal knuckles meeting his metal weapon sent pain through her wrist.

      The other nearby guard stabbed a blade at her, and she covered her hand with force and slapped it down. The knife scraped along her protective barrier when he turned it in response to her move. She spun as if she would deliver a roundhouse kick but rammed her knee into him instead. He twisted enough to take the blow on muscle rather than on his ribs. Damn, he’s good. She blocked another stab from the same weapon and jerked her hand back as the one he’d used to block with scraped along her arm.

      Her armor held. However, his dagger was sharper than usual because its touch left a huge gouge behind. Morrigan decided to abandon finesse and blasted him with a burst of force, knocking him back a few steps. He must’ve called upon his magic to blunt the impact, though, since he didn’t go as far as she’d hoped. On the positive side, one of his daggers fell to the ground.

      She drew her left knife and attacked, but he used her tactic against her, calling up a force shield to intercept it. She gritted her teeth and pushed in at him, knowing she’d take some damage in exchange for what she had planned.

      Sure enough, his knee rammed up into her ribs as she closed, but she was ready for it and continued, smashing into him and bringing her right hand down at his temple. Her stun knuckles failed to snap, but the impact still dazed him. She slammed his head back against the wall, and he slumped to the ground. Panting, she checked around for danger, then sheathed her blade and grabbed her bow.
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      Idryll had responded to the sight of the Hat with a happy shout and launched herself at him. One of his guards interposed himself. She shifted form in mid-leap, landing on him as a tiger rather than a humanoid. Her weight was enough to drive him back and to the ground, and he frantically tried to stab her sides.

      She transformed back, and his blows scraped her ineffectively, having aimed at a different spot. She snapped her forehead into his, but it failed to knock him out as she’d hoped. Instead, he smashed a knee up into her side and flipped her off him. She twisted and rolled, then banged into the far wall of the corridor as she rose to her feet.

      He threw a knife at her, and she batted it aside contemptuously. His free hand didn’t cast the spell she’d expected was coming and instead dipped to his belt. She was already spinning away as the darts flew, two of which embedded themselves in the wall beside her. The third scraped across her skin but didn’t penetrate. She immediately felt the burn of poison, but it was a dull thing. Probably wasn’t deep enough to get it in there. Let’s hope, anyway.

      She wouldn’t change form again for fear that if poison was present, she’d draw it in further as part of the shift. Instead, she slashed out with her claws, only to be intercepted by the edge of his blade. He’d produced yet another knife from somewhere and stabbed at her, but she blocked down with her other hand and twisted, scraping her claws along his forearm. His armor held, mostly, although he did make a noise as if she’d at least caused him some pain.

      In her peripheral vision, their target was turning to run down the corridor, and she spotted more people inbound from that direction. Her keen hearing picked up more coming from the other side as well. Can’t be delicate, too dangerous. Besides, we’re not on Earth, so Alejo’s rules don’t apply.

      She stabbed both sets of claws into her foe’s chest, and while he managed to get his arms in the way momentarily, she leapt into the air and kicked her feet backward to push herself off the wall. Her claws sank through his arms and into his torso, and his daggers dropped from nerveless fingers.

      Idryll landed and ripped her claws out with a twist, ensuring he would bleed to death before any could help him. She called, “Incoming from both sides. We need to get out of here.”

      When Ruby didn’t reply, she snapped her head around to see what had become of her partner. The look of fury that twisted Ruby’s face was something she’d never seen her wear before, and if she weren’t an ally, it would have scared the hell out of her.
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      Ruby’s head snapped around to look first toward Idryll, then back the way they’d come. The guard she’d fought was down at her feet, but more were boiling in from all directions. Their quarry was precariously close to escaping her again. She willed her magic to keep him from getting away, and a reddish-purple haze exploded across her vision and crashed through her brain.

      She fell to her knees as the artifact in her arm burned in a triumphant agony as it took advantage of her moment of weakness. Tentacles boiled out of it, shadow made solid, wrapping around the necks of the nearest Drow and squeezing or slamming them into the walls. One snagged the Hat’s feet and yanked them out from underneath him.

      Sounds became strangely muffled, and the space surrounding her was still and pure as if diamond encased her, and no one could penetrate it to hurt her. She couldn’t reach for her sword because her free hand maintained the protective defense around her. Attacks slammed against it from all directions as the Dark Elves sought to stop the tentacles that threatened them at the source.

      No matter how many enemies she removed from the fight, more appeared to replace them. Blades hammered on her shield, but none got through. She whispered the command word for her pendant, and another layer of safety wrapped around her, the shadow barrier somehow finding an affinity with the tentacles coming out of her arm, the two vibrating in harmony.

      Inside her mind, the experience was almost like watching a movie. Her will had called forth the magic and imbued it with the mission of defeating the Drow and preventing their quarry from escaping. Now, it functioned more or less on its own while she watched the horror film unspool before her.

      The tentacles grew sharp edges, and blood flowed. Enemies shouted and pointed, but none of their attacks could reach her. Idly, she wondered if the artifact was trying to get her killed so it could move on to another being. However, in that place and time, the concern that should’ve accompanied the idea failed to materialize.

      Her magic protected her from blades and spells, and it was doubtful any of the Drow would be carrying anti-magic bullets. The idea of a Dark Elf with a pistol made her laugh. That did raise a slight worry in her mind since she’d encountered that situation before. Am I going crazy? Is this what insanity feels like?

      Through the tumult, she sensed Idryll's touch on her shields. The tentacles didn’t redirect to attack her companion, but neither did her protections allow the shapeshifter in. She mumbled, “Protect Mo,” but didn’t know if she’d done it for real or only imagined saying it.

      Her eyes focused on the Hat, who was being dragged inexorably toward her. He’d devoted his efforts to protecting himself from the booted feet of combatants as he moved unwillingly through their battles.

      Several Drow had engaged the tentacles rather than getting trapped by them. Each one they hacked into pieces sent pain shooting through her body, violent enough to make her gasp with each chop. New ones emerged instantly as the artifact drew on her resources to create them.

      She imagined that her veins and arteries had become shadow conduits, that the Atlantean magic was pulling the very life out of her to fuel its vicious attack. It seemed like she should care about that, but it felt very far away.

      A creak from above caught her attention, and she looked up to see the ceiling buckling over her head. Her sister entered her view, using her magic to redirect the stones away from Ruby. She shook her head. “Save yourselves. I’ve got this.” When the stone stopped falling, her sister took up a position off to her right, daggers whirling to keep the Drow away from her kneeling form.

      She presumed Idryll was behind her, guarding against the attacks from that direction. Concern for her companion, that she was out of sight and Ruby didn’t know if she was okay, broke through the haze in her brain. She turned her head from side to side but couldn’t see the shapeshifter.

      The tendrils drew back a little, their complete aggression transforming into a mix of attack and defense. The Hat remained bound, and by the shouts of pain that came from him, the tentacles around his feet had grown barbs as well. Good. Serves you right, bastard.

      Anger warred with concern as she forced herself to rise. With her balance slightly compromised, the continuing attacks from the Drow all around buffeted her. She growled in annoyance.

      She imagined a movie scene where someone spun in a circle and decapitated all the surrounding opponents in one strike. Suddenly the ends of the tendrils whirled like tiny saws, the sharpened barbs chopping into flesh and through bone wherever they encountered an enemy.

      Ruby turned and found that Idryll was holding her own, but the reinforcements continued to flow. She sucked in a breath, and all the tentacles withdrew into her arm. Then she thrust the limb forward, and they erupted out of it together, spiraling around one another to form a huge, solid cone. It slammed into the roof above the door, and that part of the cavern caved in from the impact, dropping rocks onto the staircase and destroying it, then filling the opening with stone.

      She turned and released the tendrils again, mowing through the remaining enemies on the other side. When the suffocating rage faded and she started to feel again, it was only her, Idryll, Morrigan, and the Hat still functional. Dozens of bodies littered the floor, injured, dead, dying. She didn’t know which, and the purplish-red haze in her brain wouldn’t let her care. The tentacles reached out and yanked the Drow leader to his feet, and she strode forward and punched him in the face. She expected pleasure but got nothing.

      Morrigan shouted, and her voice managed to penetrate the buzzing in Ruby’s ears. “Energy potion.”

      Ruby nodded, thinking that a boost would be good right about then. She slapped the capsule on her shoulder and ice flowed through her. The surge cleared her thoughts for only an instant, but she used it to grab her sword and pull the blade free. Tyrsh and Shalia entered her mind and assisted her in pushing back the artifact’s influence. The tendrils receded, the Hat fell to the floor, dazed, and Ruby dropped to her knees again.

      Idryll's arms were immediately around her, drawing her back to her feet. The shapeshifter said, “We have to get out of here, and we have to do it now.

      Ruby muttered, “Don’t portal from here. Dangerous.” Her limbs felt like lead, and she could barely move them.

      Morrigan replied, “I know. We’ve got you.” Her sister yanked the Drow up again and wrapped a zip tie around his hands, binding them behind his back. They led the way, and Ruby followed blindly, guided by her companion. The battle continued in her brain, the artifact pushing against her sword’s inhabitants, trying to reassert control. However, they’d reached a stalemate, and no more tentacles emerged from her arm.

      They passed through the portal, back into the basement of Darkest Night. She had no idea how much time had gone by, but the guards were still as they’d left them, down and unconscious. Ruby slumped against the wall as Idryll joined her sister to locate the anti-magic emitters and dealt with them. Then Morrigan opened a portal to the receiving room at the bunker and pushed the Drow through it. When he appeared on the other side, the three of them followed. Ruby managed to mutter, “Give him to Andrews, anonymous,” before she fell into darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She awoke with a start, thrashing to guard against the horde of Drow surrounding her. Idryll's “Shh” arrived an instant before the shapeshifter’s strong arms wrapped around her. Ruby calmed and realized she was in her bed at her parents’ house. She said, “I don’t suppose that was all a horrible nightmare.”

      Her companion’s voice was soothing. “No. It was real. On the upside, you ended the threat against the humans in Magic City. That counts for a lot. That’s not even the best thing.”

      Idryll's tone made it clear she wanted Ruby to ask, so she did. “What’s the best thing?”

      The tiger-woman pulled her over onto her back and knelt beside her. She now wore the hat she had coveted. Ruby broke into laughter, or tears, or both. Her voice caught as she said, “I killed all those people.”

      Idryll shook her head. “The artifact you never wanted in the first place got the best of you and used you to kill all those people. There’s a difference there, and you need to remember it. You are not responsible. If anyone is, it’s the Hat, and Elnyier, and bloody Rhazdon, way back when.”

      She heard the words, felt the truth in them, and accepted them. Something in her chest loosened. Still going to have nightmares about that for a long time, though. “Where is he?”

      Idryll grinned. “The Hatless?” Ruby managed a laugh. “We handed him over to Andrews like you said. Morrigan also told Alejo we did so. I imagine there was much rejoicing.”

      Ruby frowned. “You’ve been watching Monty Python?”

      The other woman nodded. “One of the best things humans have ever created, in my opinion.”

      She sighed. “Okay, help me up. I need to talk to my father.”
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      Ruby didn’t get to talk to Rayar immediately. Her rest had taken her into the middle of the afternoon, and he was away at work. She had no desire to go to Spirits, felt that she’d be fine with spending a week or two in her bedroom relaxing. The artifact, or the battle, or something, had left her feeling hollow inside.

      At some point, we have to see if those locators give us anything. But we don’t have to do it right now. She had dinner in her room, rather than joining her parents, but found them in the study having a nightcap afterward. Her father said, “You look exhausted.”

      Ruby nodded. “I took one of Daphne’s energy potions, then wound up missing out on sleep to work on some technomancy projects. That bill is pretty harsh when it comes due.”

      Her mother chuckled, seeming happy. “It’s good that you’re focusing on the important stuff, starting your business.”

      Rayar countered, “She has a business.”

      Ruby knew he meant at Spirits, but her mind instantly went to her role as defender of Magic City. Yeah, I do, and I guess it’s not going to get done if I hide here and rest. She asked, “What’s the news in town?”

      Her father smacked his hands together. “The Drow that was leading the anti-human movement has been captured.”

      “Sheriff Alejo?”

      He shook his head. “The Paranormal Defense Agency. I guess all their surveillance and whatnot finally proved useful.”

      Yeah, sure. When cows fly. “Did they find out why he was doing it?”

      “Andrews reported to the Council that he was working on his own and simply wanted to rectify what he saw as an injustice in the city.”

      Ruby ground her teeth together. The bastard didn’t give up Elnyier. I guess I should’ve figured that would happen. Dammit. “He had to have support. Any sign of who might have been helping him?”

      Her father shook his head again. “No. But the fact that he was Drow has created problems for Elnyier on the Council. She’s being blamed for not taking care of the situation herself, both by the people she leads and by the other Council members. I’ve pushed those whose leaders we lost to name a replacement quickly, and I think we’ll be able to vote her out at the next regularly scheduled meeting.”

      Ruby felt a touch of relief, even though that wasn’t nearly punishment enough for the other woman. “Excellent. I don’t suppose that the Hat,” she stumbled, then continued, “-wearing Drow confessed to being involved in Challen’s death?”

      Sinnia interrupted, “That is so sad. I really liked him.”

      “I did too.”

      Her father answered the original question, saying, “No, at least not that they’ve told us. I’m not sure they would share that regardless since a formal investigation still lies ahead. Normally the Council would oversee that, but obviously there’s too much suspicion for that to happen right now. Eventually, we’ll have to find someone who can look into it properly.”

      Ruby sighed. “I guess that will have to do. At least he’s off the streets, right?” Her parents nodded, and Ruby headed back to her room. She flopped on the bed with a sigh when she got there. “The Hat didn’t talk. Which means Elnyier gets to continue as she has been, although Dad says the Council will probably vote her out of leadership.”

      Idryll replied, “That’s not cool. Maybe the PDA will do something about her?”

      Ruby sighed. “The only ones who know he was connected to Elnyier, aside from being seen on a date or two, is us. If we admit we were there, we might get blamed for all the Drow that died.” Her jaw locked up, and she worked it slowly, letting the stress dissipate. “That’s certainly not something we want.”

      Idryll sat up and pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping her arms around them. “Do you think there’s a danger of reprisal?”

      Ruby sat up as well and turned to face her. “Against the persons unknown who invaded Darkest Night and the Drow caverns? Definitely, if they figure out who it is. I don’t think there’s any reason they will, though. We were careful. Still, extra vigilance for a while wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

      Ruby twisted to lie back down, then caught sight of something across the room. She swung her legs out of bed instead and padded over to the wardrobe. On it was a ribbon similar to the one that Keshalla used to summon her to Oriceran, but with a wide gold band woven through it, setting off the blue and silver of her house colors. She asked, “Did you notice who left this here?”

      Idryll replied, “No. I wasn’t aware it was there. I might have been napping.” She didn’t sound in the least ashamed of that fact.

      Ruby shook her head. “You’re such a cat.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing, rather than the pinnacle of existence, which is what it really is.”

      A real smile broke out on her face, and Ruby laughed in a mixture of pleasure and relief that she still could. “Well, we’re being summoned to Oriceran. Time to get a move on.”

      She gathered her weapons, wondering why Keshalla had changed the ribbon but not particularly worried about it, and they stepped through to her house on the other planet. Her mentor was waiting in the living room and rose at their arrival. Ruby said, “Nice ribbon.”

      Keshalla smiled. “Your representative at the castle gave it to me. You’re needed there in some official capacity.”

      She frowned. “They’re using you as a messenger service?”

      Her teacher laughed. “Don’t sweat it. I volunteered. I’d rather have the number of people who know how to portal into your bedroom stay small.”

      Idryll replied, “That makes sense.”

      Ruby snorted. “Yeah, they might interrupt one of your endless naps.”

      Keshalla shook her head at them. “Portal, or walk?”

      Ruby still had a core of unpleasant emotion writhing in the center of her stomach. Her feelings vacillated wildly from moment to moment, mirth to remorse, worry to confidence. “I think a walk would be best unless we’re in a hurry.”

      “She didn’t say, so I presume not.”

      “Yet you used the knot that said to get here quickly.”

      Keshalla chuckled. “Well, I’m not sure, am I? It seemed like the right choice.”

      As they walked through the mystics’ village, it was strange to see so few of them about. Probably a fourth of their usual number still worked at maintaining their gardens, fixing up their buildings, and doing the normal daily tasks. The castle must’ve occupied far more of them than Ruby had expected for this many to be missing.

      They entered her newest home and found the former messenger, now the castle's seneschal, waiting for them. She wore a formal dress that had an almost military styling to it, in the same blue, silver, and gold of the ribbon. Tirina nodded, deeply enough to be nearly a bow. “Mirra. It’s good to see you again.”

      “And you, especially since you were ready to leave me for dead in the commune chamber.” The other woman’s eyes flicked to Keshalla, and Ruby said, “I trust her with everything. You can too.”

      Keshalla commented mildly, “So you abandoned my protégé to potential death?”

      Tirina shrugged. “It worked out fine. Besides, I certainly wasn’t going to get trapped in there with her.”

      Idryll laughed. “Good plan. Spend too much time around her, and you start to go a little crazy.”

      Ruby retorted, “And apparently become a somnambulist.”

      The shapeshifter frowned. “I’m going to look up the meaning of that word. If it means what I think it means, I get a training bout with you. Claws permitted.”

      Ruby chuckled. “Done.” She turned to her seneschal. “So, why was I needed?”

      “A petition has arrived. Two parties have a dispute they haven’t been able to resolve by themselves. They’ve requested your assistance.

      Ruby frowned. “It’s a bad time. I’m not at my best.”

      The other woman shrugged. “It’s a responsibility you swore to uphold. Bad day, good day, doesn’t matter.”

      Ruby sighed. There’s no bend in you at all, is there, woman? She straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin. “You’re right. Where are they?”

      Tirina smiled. “They will be here tomorrow, before midday.”

      She frowned suspiciously. “You did that on purpose. Made me think they were here already.”

      The other woman pressed a hand to her chest. “Why in the world would I do such a thing?” She delivered the words with enough sass that Ruby knew her suspicion was correct.

      She pointed at her seneschal. “You require watching, troublemaker.” She thought she’d managed to hide the surge of inappropriate anger that had run through her at the realization that Tirina was playing with her, but Keshalla's hand on her shoulder was her first clue that she hadn’t. The hard squeeze she received from that hand was the other.

      Her mentor announced, “That means you have the rest of the day available for training. Let’s get to it.”

      As Keshalla led her away, she heard Idryll ask Tirina, “Is there a dictionary in this place? I need to look up a word.”
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      Ruby slashed and dodged as if her life depended on it, weaving her single sword in complex patterns to deflect her teacher’s double-sword attacks. The huge room offered abundant space to maneuver, and the light spilling in the windows warmed it, causing her to freely sweat as she fought.

      After a particularly demanding series of blocks, she asked, “Are you trying to kill me?”

      Keshalla's neutral expression provided no clue as to her intentions. “If you can’t defend yourself, do you deserve to live?”

      Ruby stepped in and gave a mighty swing, gripping the sword hilt in both her hands. It blasted through her opponent’s first effort to deflect it, but the other woman spun nimbly away, the move looking more like a dance than combat. The spin finished with a blade whistling in at Ruby’s head. She backpedaled only far enough to avoid it, then tried to slide in behind the swing. Keshalla's other sword stabbed underneath, and she halted her advance and blocked it.

      Her teacher circled, booted feet crossing over the top of one another as she calmly moved slightly inside the range of Ruby’s reach. Her mentor gently but solidly deflected every strike she sent out. It felt very much like the other woman was playing with her.

      Ruby’s ire rose, and she snarled, “Don’t mock me.” Her left arm started to ache, and pain radiated through her head as the inhabitants of her sword acted to hold the artifact in check.

      Keshalla only smiled and replied, “Do you feel mocked? Then do better.”

      Ruby burst into motion, charging and slashing, but her teacher calmly retreated, easily picking off the blows. She managed to sneak a kick through that caught Keshalla in the stomach and knocked her back a few steps, but the expression on the other woman’s face never changed. It made her madder, and she strengthened her grip in preparation for the next attack.

      Keshalla stepped backward and raised her swords, crossing them defensively. “Hold. We’re finished.”

      Ruby growled, “Afraid you’re going to lose?”

      Keshalla shook her head. “Afraid you’ll lose control. Check yourself.” It was a phrase she’d used often during training, admonishing her student to examine her footwork, her body positioning, or the choices she was making. Ruby reacted instinctively to it, freezing in place and looking down at her feet. She realized an instant later, though, that the command was about her mental status, not her physical one.

      With a murmured, “Thanks for being there, you two,” she sheathed the sword in a smooth movement and sat, crossing her legs and closing her eyes. “I see what you mean.”

      Leather rustled as Keshalla matched her position. “You’re still carrying the energy from your last fight.” Ruby had told her about the battle on the way to the castle, both the good and the bad. “You need to let that go. I thought maybe we could burn it out of you with exercise, but it seems to go deeper than that.”

      Ruby nodded. “It’s like it’s part of my bones. The pressure from the artifact is greater than ever before and never goes away.”

      Keshalla asked, “Is it a real threat, or are you afraid of it?”

      Ruby opened her mouth to reply that of course, it was a real threat, then she shut it again. Is it? We were in a unique situation when it spilled out of me. Outnumbered, and without the support of Tyrsh and Shalia, since I was using my sword hand to maintain my shield spells. She shook her head. “You know, you might be right. It could be more fear than threat.”

      Her mentor nodded. “So, how do we minimize the threat and thus reduce the fear?”

      “I need to be able to cast with the sword.”

      Keshalla made a swooshing sound as she rose to her feet, and Ruby opened her eyes to see the other woman extending a hand to her. “Then let’s do that.”

      By the time their training concluded an hour later, Ruby had it down. She had learned to open her mind only a little, to allow Tyrsh and Shalia to help her against the artifact. The small temporary pin she’d attached to the sword both helped to keep her focused and allowed her to project her power out of it like the Atlantean in her head had said it would.

      She practiced attacks and defenses, and by the end of the session was confident she could use the strategy at will. It would still take some time to integrate it into her fighting style fully and to learn to trust that it would always be there when she called for it. Once I do, watch out. I’m going to be wicked awesome. It was with a feeling of satisfaction that she said, “Okay. We’re good. I’ve got it. Now, let’s get something to eat. Then I need a rest. Gotta play Mirra tomorrow, after all.”

      Keshalla laughed. “Let’s hope the petitioners don’t regret having asked you to help.”

      “Since Idryll's not here, I’ll supply her answer: how could they not regret it? They’ll have to deal with me.”
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes before noon on the following day, Ruby sat in an overly fancy chair in the audience chamber. It wasn’t quite a throne, and the raised platform it rested upon wasn’t quite a dais but inspired those ideas. She had dressed in her formal leathers, with the golden sash that served as the Mirra’s “official business” signifier on top.

      The night before, they’d toured more of the castle, and she’d seen paintings of the previous leaders wearing the item over gowns, over armor, and in one case, over a bare chest. Something involving an aquatic competition had resulted in that particular moment. Here’s hoping nothing from my time of service warrants a painting to immortalize it.

      The doors at the far end of the chamber opened, and a pair of male Mist Elves entered. Both were young, maybe in their twenties, and were slightly built. One had brown hair and the other red, but otherwise, they could’ve been brothers. The scowls they threw at each other as they walked toward her added to that impression.

      They stopped at the appointed place, and Tirina announced, “Bern and Etone have requested an audience to request a boon and resolve a dispute.”

      Ruby frowned. “A boon and a dispute, you say?”

      The other woman lifted an eyebrow, and a small smile twitched at the corners of her mouth. She misinformed me on purpose yesterday. She really is a troublemaker. I like her. “Yes, Mirra. I’m sure that won’t prove too challenging.”

      Ruby matched the raised eyebrow. “I’m sure.” She turned her head to the men and asked, “So, what’s the deal?”

      They both started talking at once. Instead of one surrendering the field to the other to explain, they both continued to speak. Ruby raised her hand. “Okay, stop. Redhead, speak. You,” she pointed at Bern, “Silence.”

      From where she stood behind the chair, Idryll leaned over and whispered, “You’re very imperial now that you’re in charge.”

      Ruby didn’t reply. The shapeshifter had the advantage because as Mirra, Ruby was on stage in any public setting. Etone explained, “I ask permission to leave the village and travel through Oriceran. We have been removed from the larger society so long and have lost the opportunity to gain so much knowledge. I wish to collect it and record it for our benefit.”

      Ruby asked, “Are you a mystic?” He didn’t look like a mystic. Maybe he was a mystic in training?

      He shook his head. “I’m a student, Mirra.”

      Ruby’s glance landed on Keshalla, who stood quietly on one side of the room, ready to intervene should there be trouble. Ruby’s sword was right behind her chair, against the same possibility. Her mentor rolled her eyes but nodded. Ruby said, “Okay, you’re a student, and you want to visit other places on Oriceran so you can add your observations to the collective knowledge. So far, so good.” She looked at the other one and ordered, “Bern, tell me your version.”

      The first speaker pressed his lips together, clearly irritated at her shift of attention. The other said, “Thank you, Mirra. The issue is that I want to do the same thing. In fact, it was my idea.”

      Etone interrupted, “No, it was my idea.”

      Brown Hair replied, “It was not, and you know it. I shared it with you during class, and—”

      Ruby clapped her hands together and ordered, “Shut it, both of you.” As they subsided into silence, Tirina caught her eye. “Yes?”

      “It is customary for the Mirra to consider the question before ruling. In the past, some have done so for an hour, others for as much as a day.”

      Ruby nodded. “Excellent idea.” She scowled at the petitioners. “You two, come back tomorrow. Unless you have actual evidence to present as to who came up with the idea first, other than your own competing opinions?” They both shook their heads reluctantly, and she nodded. “So, go.”

      When they left the room, Ruby said, “Thank you for the advice. Got any more?”

      “Seek the wisdom of those who have preceded you.”

      She stood. “Exactly what I was thinking. First lunch, then a chat with the dead.”
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      Ruby sat in the chair as the door closed behind her and said, “Mintel, could I speak with you?”

      The heavyset and mirthful ex-Mirra appeared before her, a smile on his face. A chair materialized beside him, and he lowered himself into it, perfectly at eye level with her. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of this conversation?”

      Ruby asked, “Are you bored?”

      He looked surprised by the question. “No, not at all. I do not exist as such in between summonings, so no time has passed for me since we last spoke. I can see, though, that your clothes are changed, and your hair is a little different, so I presume time has passed for you.”

      She nodded. “It has, and to answer your first question, I’ve come to seek your advice.”

      He laughed. “Excellent. I’ve always loved giving advice. I’m sure that’s recorded somewhere in the mystics’ vast library.”

      “You know about the library?”

      He shook his head. “Not as such. I assume it exists, knowing the mystics.”

      Ruby grinned. “It does, indeed. It’s gorgeous. The archivist is a woman not to mess with.” Her voice turned serious. “Petitioners have come to ask whether they can reengage with Oriceran. On a limited basis, as there’s only a pair of them. I wanted to know for sure what happened during your time to convince you to pull away. After you, we maintained the policy because of Rhazdon, but I don’t think she’s a substantial concern anymore, at least not to these two.”

      He frowned and crossed his arms. “It was nothing I can put into specifics. It was a feeling, but no, more than that. A conviction. A certainty. I knew things would go horribly for us if we remained connected to the rest of the civilizations on this planet.”

      “Did any evidence come to light during your time that suggested you were correct?”

      He chuckled. “No, nothing specific. Believe me; I was constantly looking for something that would bear out my decision.”

      She nodded in understanding. “You believe that certainty came to you through the magic inherent in the venamisha?”

      He shrugged. “That’s my best explanation. I mean, it’s possible I’m psychic, or it might be that it deluded me. But I was convinced, and remain convinced, that it was the correct thing to do.”

      Ruby sighed. “The magic isn’t giving me any particular guidance. At least none that I can detect.”

      “Perhaps that is, in itself, your answer.”

      She shook her head, more in confusion than denial. “I’m really sort of a science-y person. I like facts. Evidence. Predictability.”

      He laughed expansively. “Boy, are you in the wrong job.”

      “Right? The petitioners in question both have different stories, directly opposite ones, of course, with absolutely nothing to support either of them.”

      “This is why leading people is hard. Things behave in a certain way and generally continue to behave in that way, barring major issues. People, though, can’t be counted on to act consistently from minute to minute, much less over a longer timeframe. They ebb and flow like the tides.”

      “That’s very poetic.”

      He smiled. “I’ve always enjoyed words.”

      “A friend advised me that I should be kind when I can be, hard when I have to be, and fair as often as possible. Would you say that’s true?”

      He nodded. “Except be careful not to overdo the fair part because you’ll want to. It’s the easiest path, mentally. Sometimes the right decision isn’t the fair one, and you always have to be open to that possibility. It’s one of the least pleasant parts of the gig.”

      The way his face had fallen into a neutral expression and the slight sadness in his voice suggested he might have had occasion to experience that firsthand. She said, “That makes a lot of sense. Do you ever regret it?”

      “Being Mirra?”

      “Yeah. It seems like it must’ve been a huge burden for everyone who came before me.”

      A chuckle escaped him. “Oh, don’t worry, I’m sure it will be a burden for you, too. No, I don’t regret it. It was an awesome responsibility, and I did the best I could to uphold it. I succeeded sometimes, failed others, and wound up not making a difference at all more often than I would’ve liked. On the whole, the good outweighs the bad. And I continue to believe that we aren’t chosen at random.”

      Ruby nodded. “Okay. I think I have some useful perspective now. Thank you so much.”

      He grinned. “Any time. Literally. Because I’m always here.” He faded on another laugh, and she shook her head. At least I don’t have to worry about being the goofiest of the past Mirra since that position is already taken.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, right before noon, the scene from the day before played out again. The pair walked down the aisle, scowling and occasionally exchanging hissed words. When they reached the end, Tirina announced them. Ruby said, “So, you two. Do you still wish to petition me for a solution to your dispute?”

      They both nodded and replied, “I do.”

      “Understanding that my word is binding?” They both repeated their answer, though each seemed a bit less confident about it. “Very well. Here’s the deal. You have conditional permission to go out into Oriceran.”

      Both of them brightened, and the redhead said, “Thank you, Mirra.”

      Ruby laughed. “That might be a little premature. Here are the conditions. First, you will present to me a list of the towns you intend to visit. They must be an even number, and you must plan to spend the same amount of time in each of them. After each two, you’ll portal back here and supply a report to Tirina on your experiences. If she finds that things are progressing properly, we will authorize the next pair of locations.”

      They nodded. Probably, they’d jumped to the conclusion she was sending each of them to separate places, which would make the next part rather difficult for them. She ensured her expression remained neutral as she said, “You will be traveling together.”

      She paused, expecting an outburst, but all she got was stark looks. Good, maybe if you can learn, you’ll both survive this with your sanity intact. “In each town, one of you will play the role of scholar. The other will be the scholar’s mute servant, there to take notes and assist. Emphasis on the mute part.”

      They both broke out in objections, and she raised her hand. “Shut it, both of you. Etone, speak. Bern, pretend you’re the mute servant.”

      The redhead replied, “Surely you’re kidding, Mirra. What possible reason do you have for this decision?”

      She shrugged. “It’s equitable. Each of you will spend the same amount of time as a servant and scholar. Each of you will receive the same information firsthand, so you won’t have to worry about the other party not sharing. Ultimately, you each get what you want, to experience Oriceran and learn about it. When all is said and done, you may find that you would prefer to write complementary records rather than duplicate ones, but that will be up to you.”

      The annoyance didn’t leave his face, but a sense of thoughtfulness joined it. “Now, you pretend you’re the one unable to speak.”

      She turned her head to the other, who said, “I don’t think that’s fair. You’re asking us to put up with a lot when you could send us to separate places.”

      “It might not be fair, but it does ensure equality. Since neither of you can prove that the idea was yours, that’s the best I can do. Besides, this way, you’ll have the opportunity to share perspectives on what you’ve seen. In private, of course. That should make the experience more productive for both of you.”

      They looked about to argue, but Tirina raised her voice and announced, “The Mirra has ruled. You will inform me of your plans within a day. Off with you.”

      They all watched the duo walk down the long carpet and out the door at the far end. Their manner toward one another had distinctly changed from when they’d entered. Idryll observed, “Can’t be as bad as being stuck with you.”

      Ruby rolled her eyes. “Predictable.”

      Keshalla laughed and approached her position. “I think it was a great solution.”

      “Ah, but you believe pain should accompany all learning.”

      “Apparently I’ve taught you that well. My work here progresses nicely.”

      Ruby snorted, then addressed Tirina. “What do you think?”

      The woman smiled. “I think they got exactly what they deserved. Each other. By the end of this, they’ll be fast friends, or they’ll be petitioning to be allowed to fight to the death.”

      Idryll replied, “I’d watch that. They don’t look particularly martial. There would probably be a lot of amusing flailing around and slapping.”

      Ruby laughed. “Well, then, I’d say this one’s a win. Now I have to get back to Earth. Responsibilities await there, too.” It didn’t escape her attention that helping the duo with their problem had allowed her to get a little distance from hers, which seemed less threatening and less scary because of it. I’m a very lucky person, both in the challenges I face and the people I face them with. I need to remember that more often.
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      Ruby’s phone rang, startling her. Most of the people she communicated with used text or their shared comms. She answered it. “Hello?”

      Shiannor’s voice came from the other end, with the sound of Grinding Axes behind him. She knew that’s where he was because she recognized Jastrum in the background, shouting at someone. She’d kept the elf’s involvement with the Hat’s gang secret, and as near as she could tell, he hadn’t continued as part of the group after the events at the warehouse. Which makes sense. He’s not Drow, so he’s probably not welcome. She hoped he’d broken up with the girl who’d led him into the organization. He said, “Domick needs to talk to you.”

      She frowned but replied, “Okay.”

      The phone rustled as he handed it over, and the dwarven bartender’s voice came over the line. “A friend of yours from here in the bar is trying to reach you. Says it’s urgent.”

      It could only be Grentham. She hadn’t trusted him with her contact information directly, fearing what he might have an infomancer do if he had her direct line. Instead, she’d suggested he use the bartenders as a relay since they knew how to get in touch with Liam, and Liam had her number. The elf being in the bar at the right time was a lucky coincidence. She replied, “Okay. Tell him I’ll be at the meeting spot in fifteen.”

      She instinctively started to create a portal to the bunker, then laughed at herself. “Idiot. Grentham needs Ruby Achera, not Magic City’s defender. Honestly, I don’t know how Diana Prince managed the whole secret identity thing. She had more clothes and glasses, but that’s about it.”

      Ruby slipped on her shield pendant, stuffed a couple of lightning grenade discs into her pockets as an emergency backup, and patted her shoulders to make sure her capsules were in place. Confident that she was ready to go, she opened a portal from her surface bedroom to an alley behind The Underground casino.

      Grentham was waiting when she stepped out, pacing and looking concerned. He said, “I received word from someone who works for Sloane on occasion. They’re going after my partner. It’s not Worldspan, but I could still use your help since you have so much experience with illusion and disguise.”

      She nodded. “This will set us at even.”

      “Done. As soon as we get in, block the windows.” He opened a portal, and Ruby stepped through it into a hospital room. She immediately replicated the room in the windows so no one would notice them unless they’d been looking at that exact second. An elf sitting in a chair jerked up, and a dwarf leaning against the door drew a pistol, but Grentham said, “It’s me. Hold.”

      The man on the bed, obviously Jared Trenton, asked, “They’re coming?”

      Grentham nodded. “You’re going. Don’t even try to argue.” He opened another portal and helped his partner out of bed. Ruby assisted, and together they took him through into a warehouse of some kind, filled with magicals engaged in various tasks. Grentham called for help immediately, and several of them came over with a wheelchair to take Jared off their hands. “We’ve already got a bed set up for you. You’ll be fine.”

      His partner replied, “Assuming we didn’t rip something important inside of me.”

      Grentham sighed. “Quit worrying. You’re not that fragile.” He gestured for Ruby to follow as he stepped back through the portal. His guards were standing around, looking confused, and he sent them on to the warehouse.

      He turned to her. “Willing to help me turn the tables on that wench?”

      Ruby nodded. “Figured that was part of the deal.”

      “I like the way you think. I’ll get in the bed, and you can make me look like Jared. Disguise yourself as the elf, throw up an illusion of the other dwarf, and we’ll wait for whoever’s going to show up.” He snapped his fingers. “Hang on a sec. I need to tell the two outside to fall for whatever distraction they try. Because they will.”

      “Think she’ll have backup?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      She nodded. “Okay, when she gets here, we portal her and us to a neutral location. We can call the PDA and the sheriff and have them ready to roll on any friends she brings.”

      Grentham grinned. “Excellent plan. Not sure it’s the PDA’s jurisdiction, but what the hell. The more, the merrier.” He went out and talked to his people, then came back in and leapt up to the bed. Ruby carefully didn’t smile at the sight.

      She cast the illusions, making him look like Jared, longer legs that didn’t exist appearing to push up the covers. She transformed herself into the elf and added the dwarf at the door. Then she sat in the chair and flicked open the magazine, releasing the illusion covering the windows to show the room as it now was.

      Grentham-Jared grinned, and she could still see some of the dwarf’s attitude in the human features that disguised him. “I can’t wait to see the look on her face.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Vicki Thompson was not a fan of the plan her boss had come up with. Her displeasure expressed itself in a heavier stride than usual, almost a stomp, as she and two of her most trusted subordinates marched toward the hospital entrance. Several teams were in backup positions, ready to take out the target should he use any of the exits.

      She was fully aware that there would be magicals standing guard over the human owner of Aces Security. The anti-magic emitter in her pocket was bulky enough that its presence was notable, but she doubted anyone would think twice about it if they noticed it at all. She didn’t want her quarry portaled away before she could kill him.

      Her information said two guards were outside the room and one inside with the patient, all magicals. With the emitter to level the playing field, she was confident she could take out everyone inside the room in seconds with her silenced pistol, retrieve the device, and leave without being detected.

      They entered and headed for the elevator, planning to ride to one level under the target’s room. A distraction on the floor below would likely peel away one of the guards. Vicki’s other companion would create a second diversion after she’d found a secure hiding spot, hopefully drawing the other one away. If it failed, she’d force the remaining guard into the room and shoot him, too.

      Her first helper got out and immediately headed for the janitorial closet to start a fire. Scimitar had secured the blueprints for the hospital, and she trusted that the infomancer had the latest information. They arrived at the target’s floor, and she got into position in a convenient lounge off the main corridor. When the alarm went off on the floor below, one of the guards ran off as expected.

      The other one hesitated, seeming about to follow. Her escort on this level pulled the fire alarm and yelled, “Fire, come help, someone’s hurt.” The second guard ran to assist, and Vicki made her way to the door, put one hand on the handle and the other on the anti-magic emitter, and pushed her way in. The emitter was active in seconds, rolling on the floor between the bed and the elf in the chair.

      Vicki’s pistol was halfway out of its holster when the image in front of her wavered, and the elf became a different elf, a woman instead of a man, one she thought she recognized from somewhere. The human in the bed transformed into the dwarf she loathed, and he was already in motion toward her. She got the gun the rest of the way out, but not before Grentham reached her and locked his hands on her arm, preventing her from bringing it to bear.

      The woman in the chair stood calmly, grabbed the emitter, and hurled it out the window with a loud crash. Damn. That possibility didn’t even occur to me. Idiot. She rammed her knee into the dwarf’s stomach, but he took the blow and stubbornly refused to let go of her arm. She started to feel like she might be in trouble, and when the elf in front of her motioned elaborately, she knew she was.

      The unreal sensation of traveling through a portal, which she’d most recently enjoyed thanks to the bastard gripping her gun hand, nauseated her again as he drove her through the one the elf had created. Grentham pushed her away, and a magic fist slapped the weapon from her grasp. The elf came through, and the rift closed behind her.

      Grentham didn’t pursue her as she stepped away, only said, “Not cool, trying to kill a hospitalized man.”

      Vicki nodded. She gazed around, taking in the abandoned building. It looked like it had probably been a garage once upon a time, now forgotten. “I won’t say there’s not a little personal in it, but mostly it was business. The boss wanted it. Now killing you, that would have been way more personal.”

      The elf woman asked, “Who is your boss?”

      She closed her lips, but the dwarf laughed. “Sloane, of course.”

      The elf shrugged. “Guess you were right. Anyway, the sheriff is arresting your backup teams, so you can consider this a loss for your side.”

      Vicki said, “So what now? You take me in?”

      Grentham shook his head. “Things between us can’t end like that. We have too much history. I beat the hell out of you. Then we take you in.”

      She laughed. “As if I have any chance against you with your magic. I think I’ll surrender to her instead. She seems upstanding. Unlike you.”

      The elf replied, “Or you. I wouldn’t get too haughty, given what you tried to do a couple of minutes ago.”

      Grentham said, “I’ll commit to not using my magic. We’ll go toe-to-toe. You get to kill me if you can, but I’ll stop before you’re dead so the upstanding one can hand you over to the authorities.”

      Vicky turned to the elf. “You’re good with that?”

      She shrugged. “I’m only here as a helper. It’s his call.”

      She took off her jacket and smiled at the dwarf who’d killed her partner. “Well, if I’m going to jail regardless, seems like causing you some serious pain first is the more enjoyable way to go.”
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      Grentham had brought his axes, and Thompson pulled out a baton and flicked it to full extension. The wench observed, “Kind of unfair already, don’t you think?”

      He shrugged. “You have a longer reach. I have two weapons. Seems okay to me.”

      She shook her head. “The difference is that mine’s only impact. Yours can cut. I’m supposed to trust that you’re not going to kill me in a single pass?”

      Grentham sighed. “I could say I’m good enough to avoid it, but I doubt you’ll believe me.”

      Achera solved the problem. “I’ll coat his blades with force magic so they don’t cut. I do it all the time in training. It’s one of the first pieces of magic we learn.”

      Thompson replied, “I can’t trust him, but I’m supposed to trust you?”

      The elf woman shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. I get what I want, no matter how this ends. If one of you winds up making a trip to the hospital first, that’s your choice. If you’d like me to take you in right now, I will.”

      The look on her face suggested she was seriously considering it. He would’ve preferred to think it was because she was afraid of him, but he doubted that was true. Thompson wasn’t the type to be scared of anything. She was simply calculating what would give her the most advantage, possibly balancing it against what would give her the most pleasure.

      At least, that’s what he was counting on. He wouldn’t feel right handing her over without some sort of punishment and might have to grab her and spirit her away from Achera if she chose that option. I never promised to play by her rules, and like she said, we’re even now.

      Thompson nodded. “Okay. I don’t trust him, but I think I can trust you.”

      Grentham grinned. “Whenever you’re ready.” His opponent smiled, then made a show of stretching, warming up her muscles with arm circles and quick jogs. After half a minute, he was sure she was doing it to be irritating. He said sweetly, “I have no plans for the day, so you know, take whatever time you need.”

      She stopped with a scowl and stepped back into a guard stance with the weapon held angled in front of her. “Bring it, Shorty.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Inventive. I hope you fight better than you trash talk.” He faked a rush, and she flinched. With a laugh, he shook his head and started the circle. “If you’re that nervous already, things aren’t going to go well for you.”

      “You talk big for someone who’s gotten his ass kicked repeatedly and publicly.” She darted forward and snapped the baton out at his face. He crossed his offhand ax in front of him to knock it aside, and she went with the block, going low and spinning to slash the weapon at his ankles. He hopped backward to avoid it, letting it pass underneath him, and stopped the instinctive reflex to throw his ax while she was down.

      That works when it’s sharp. She’s probably got body armor under there like Smith did, so unless I get the perfect hit, I won’t do more than bruise her. With a static target, he could easily control what part of the ax would hit. But with her in motion, a step forward or back would change that calculus and leave him one weapon down without causing her any notable damage. All that assumes she’s not quick enough to block it, which she might be.

      She rose and stalked toward him, swiping the baton every time he tried to take a step forward. Okay, so that’s how you’re going to play it. I have an answer for that. He charged in and intercepted her weapon with his left-hand ax, then swung the other at her ribs.

      He expected her to block down, had prepared a counter for that move, but she didn’t. The ax smashed into her side, and she grunted at the impact. That she failed to crumple over with shattered ribs confirmed she was wearing protection underneath her clothes. Dammit. Those things must be almost skintight to not show through their shirts.

      Her left fist crashed into his cheek with unexpected force, and he stepped back, shaking his head and moving his mouth to be sure that she hadn’t broken anything. He spat out blood onto the dirty floor of the abandoned building. “Nice one. You failed to mention the armor you’re wearing.”

      Thompson laughed. “Pretty sure you have some protective gear on, too. I figured you expected that. Or did I misjudge your insight?”

      He shook his head. “No, I knew. Sloane gets you guys good stuff.”

      His opponent shrugged. “Had you and your partner been at all competent, she probably would’ve gotten the same for you.”

      He started in with a sudden shout, hoping to startle her, and chopped both axes down from overhead. She whipped the baton across at chest level to intercept them, and he snapped out a kick at her knee. She twisted, taking it on the side of the joint rather than allowing him to break it, and went down onto that leg. Despite enough pain to make her snarl in anger, she maintained control of his axes. He was fine with that arrangement and kicked again, striking her on the other shin.

      She pushed off and rolled aside, coming up hobbled. He advanced, and she circled, keeping the wounded leg away from him. He remarked happily, “Won’t be long now.”

      She shook her head and gestured at her mostly unharmed leg. “I have another one.”

      He laughed. “You’re tough as steel.”

      She nodded. “And you’re as smart as the stuff.”

      He saw an opening but didn’t take it. Could be a trap, have to see if she does it again. “You know, I probably could’ve liked you if you weren’t working for such a wench.”

      Her voice sounded regretful. “Sometimes our leaders disappoint us. For a while there, though, I thought she’d succeed.” She laughed. “Well, she certainly succeeded in screwing up your life, so that’s something.”

      Her steps had become predictable, and he smiled. “And yours, if you think about it.” He threw the ax, and it slammed into her good knee, fracturing or breaking the kneecap and demolishing the joint underneath. She fell with a cry, and he advanced, ready to bash her skull in. A wall of force stopped him, and Achera said, “Now, now. Remember the deal.”

      Grentham sighed and pulled his righteous desire to see his foe’s brains on the floor back from the edge. “Right. She’s yours.” He looked down at the writhing woman. “If you get the chance to talk to your boss, let her know my partner and I are coming after her next.”
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        * * *

      

      A couple of hours later, Ruby watched through the window of the interrogation cell as Sheriff Alejo exchanged words with Vicki Thompson. They’d dosed the prisoner with pain medication, so whatever she said wouldn’t be admissible in court. Ruby wasn’t worried about that at the moment, and neither was the sheriff. Alejo, seated across a metal table from Thompson, asked, “So, what’s your boss up to?”

      The other woman was almost giddy and laughed loudly at the question. “So much stuff. Wheels within wheels. Big stuff. Magic City will be her playground, she says.”

      Alejo sighed. “Any chance you could be a little less crazy and a little more specific?”

      Thompson shook her head. “Nope. But hey, this pain medication is groovy. Thanks for that.”

      “Tell me this, then. How do you think Grentham beat you?”

      She scowled. “Scimitar. Bastard.” Then her face went canny as if she was trying to be deceptive. “I mean, he probably figured we’d try for his partner and decided to wait it out. Not like he had anything else to do, given the wreckage of his business.” She laughed again.

      Alejo rose. “Sure, I bet that’s it. Can I get you something?”

      “I’d take a cheeseburger.”

      Alejo chuckled. “Yeah, sure. I’ll grab you a cup of coffee instead.” She exited the room and came to where Ruby was standing.

      Ruby asked, “Scimitar?”

      The other woman shrugged. “No idea. I imagine it’s important. Maybe you can ask Grentham about it.”

      “Makes sense. I’ll let you know what I find out.”
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      Ruby had indeed asked Grentham about Scimitar, and he’d shared that she was an infomancer he’d worked with once upon a time. The dwarf had seemed reluctant to say more and had kind of bristled at the mention of her name, so she’d let it drop.

      She hadn’t let it drop far. Her next stop was Demetrius’s room. She sat on his lap, facing him and blocking his view of his screens. “You adore me, right?”

      He leaned back and laughed. “Of course I do. Why do you ask?”

      She grinned. “Just checking. In my experience, when you adore someone, you’re willing to do things for them. Do you concur with that statement?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Well, there are things, and there are things. Some of which are far more fun than others. Somehow, though, I don’t think you’re thinking of the same things I’m thinking of.”

      She nodded. “I need to chat with an infomancer.”

      “I’m an infomancer.”

      Ruby slapped him on the chest and laughed. “Not you, goof. Someone named Scimitar. Have you ever heard of her?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve heard a lot of names, and that’s one of them. It’s more like I’m aware of her than I know of her. Assuming it’s a her.”

      Ruby climbed off his lap. “I need to have a chat with her, and I’d prefer to do it on our terms rather than hers.”

      She hopped over to the bed and fell on it with a sigh. He spun the chair to look at her. “What’s her role in this particular play?”

      Ruby propped herself up on her elbows. “She’s worked with Grentham. She’s currently working for Julianna Sloane, the wife of the late and unlamented Gabriel ‘The Nightmare’ Sloane. The widow has a beef with Magic City and plans to do something about it.”

      He frowned. “You came by this flood of interesting information how?”

      She let herself fall back on the bed. “Long story, but I helped Grentham with a thing, and it led to this.”

      Demetrius shook his head. “It’s a weird life you lead, Ruby Achera.”

      Stranger than you know. “Yeah. I get that. Aren’t you lucky I allow you to be a part of it?”

      He laughed. “Yep. Feeling totally lucky right now.”

      “So, will you help me?”

      With a chuckle, he asked, “What’s in it for me?”

      With a groan, she pushed herself up to a sitting position. “Besides my everlasting respect and affection?”

      “Besides that.”

      “A date. A real one, again. I’ll do all the planning. You can come along and be my kept man.”

      He grinned. “Perfect. Done. Give me fifteen minutes to wrap up what I’m working on here. In the meantime, go over to the top drawer of the dresser, pull out the VR rig, and get it hooked up.”

      He’d shown her the equipment before, although they hadn’t had occasion to use it. By the time he’d closed the final window on his work, she was seated in a comfortable chair beside him, with the virtual reality goggles perched on the top of her head. She asked, “So, this will allow me to experience it like you do, right?”

      He lifted his hand and waggled it. “Sort of. I receive more sensory information than you’ll have through the headset. You’ll have sight and sound, but I get taste, touch, and all sorts of other fun experiences.”

      “Infomancy is so weird.” He’d explained that for him, it was like navigating a video game. The style changed from time to time, either because he willed it so or because the systems he was entering had preferences. It sounded like fun, but she hadn’t had the opportunity to ride along on anything serious, had only seen what he called the landing construct on his screens. She asked, “Is it the same for all infomancers?”

      “Not really. We all experience things differently. No one’s sure if it’s because our magic is different, or because our personalities are, or what. Some people see the virtual world inside the computers as blocks of code, like in The Matrix. Others see it as the real world, with all the appropriate rules and so forth.”

      “You see it as a combination of those, right? You can mess with the rules a little, but the world has a theme to it.”

      Demetrius nodded. “Sometimes, when I’m tired or really into a new video game, I can’t control the surroundings. They generally wind up being either Minecraft, which I used to play a lot or whatever game I’m into at the moment. Today will be fantasy or post-apocalypse.”

      She pulled the goggles down over her eyes. “You don’t know which?”

      He shrugged. “I could force one or the other, but the easier thing to do is leave both options open. Then see where we wind up when we try to make contact with Scimitar’s systems.”

      The screen lit up, and they were suddenly in a garden, with flowing fountains and rock walls, hedges and flowers, and buzzing insects. She said, “Skyrim, right?”

      “Kind of. A combo of that and Witcher 3. I rarely get one game anymore, more of a mashup of the things I like best from a certain genre.”

      Ruby replied, “You’re totally weird, you know that?”

      “Yeah. I do. Part of my charm. Okay, let’s go looking for our enigmatic infomancer.”

      Without transition, they were flying, the ground speeding by below in a greenish blur. They wove unpredictably and changed direction, seemingly at random. Ruby asked, “What is this?”

      He replied, “We’re in the magical version of the Internet. Each turn is a different system we’re passing through on our search for Scimitar.”

      “How will you know when we’ve got a lead?”

      He gestured ahead. “It’s a fantasy game, so we look for something you would typically follow inside that kind of story. Like that will-o’-the-wisp over there.”

      She spotted the thing he was talking about, a small pale blue light pulsing in front of them. “I thought you weren’t supposed to trust will-o’-the-wisps.”

      “Different stories, different rules. In my world, they’re okay.”

      “What if we’re actually in Scimitar’s world, and she’s making it seem like it’s yours?”

      He laughed. “What if we’re actually in my world, and she thinks we’re in her world and that she’s tricking us?”

      Ruby sighed. “You suck.”

      “I know. Trust me. The wisp is our friend.”

      They flew through the sky for several minutes, following the glowing light that always seemed on the verge of escaping from them. Finally, a castle came into view on top of the hill. It had a vague resemblance to the image at the start of Disney films, but as if drawn by a modern artist. It was jagged, bold colored, the very opposite of sinuous in most respects. She said, “What the hell?”

      Demetrius shrugged. “Often, infomancer handles are symbolic. Hers is a curved blade, so you’d think she’d want curves, but this seems to represent the blade part well. It also suggests she’s adept at playing with those who are looking for her since it’s not what we’d expect.”

      “Fantastic.”

      “Okay, hang on. By now she knows we’re seeking her. If she’s willing to meet, things will probably change suddenly. If she’s not, the change will still happen suddenly, but in a much more violent way.”

      “Can you actually get hurt in here?”

      The virtual version of him shook his head. “We’re not jacked in like in The Matrix. I might get a little magical feedback, but nothing that’ll do major damage. Unless you have epilepsy, you shouldn’t be at any risk either.”

      She asked, “What about viruses and stuff?”

      “I have the best protections money and code customization can provide. Don’t worry.” In an instant, the sky vanished, the castle vanished, and the wisp vanished. Her stomach tried to keep moving forward, even though her virtual body was suddenly seated in a large and overly padded chair. Demetrius was in another one beside her. Across from them, in a black leather chair that was even bigger than theirs, sat a woman.

      Her features were utterly average, as was her hair. She looked like a construct that wasn’t quite at full resolution. When she spoke, her synthesized voice added to that feeling, as did the way her avatar’s lips didn’t perfectly sync with the words. “What do you want?”

      Demetrius said, “My companion was looking for you.”

      The expressionless gaze turned to her. “And?”

      Ruby replied, “A mutual friend gave me your name. Grentham. He says you still owe him, by the way.”

      A chuckle emanated from the other figure, although the mouth didn’t move to produce it. “Yes, he would. Again, what do you want?”

      “I’m interested in protecting Magic City from danger. One of Julianna Sloane’s people suggested there’s something big coming up but wouldn’t give us any more information. I thought you might have some.”

      The other woman’s expression changed to a scowl. “And you assumed I'd give you this for free, right?”

      Ruby shrugged. “If there’s a cost, I would probably be willing to pay it. But it seems to me you might have some bad karma to work off, based on who you’ve been associating with.”

      Scimitar’s frown deepened. “It wasn’t voluntary. The Nightmare was okay, but his wife is worse, and I’m tired of being under her thumb. You’re right. She is planning something big. I don’t have the location yet, but she’s asked me to pull all the information I can on the casinos in Magic City.”

      Ruby replied incredulously, “Do you think she intends to go after all of them?”

      The figure in front of them shook her head. “Doubtful. I think she’s looking for an opportunity. You never know, with her. Look at what her husband tried to accomplish.”

      Ruby remembered the trucks filled with explosives outside multiple casinos and shivered. “Right. Good reminder. Listen, can I count on you to let us know if you find out anything?”

      The figure was immobile for several seconds, then finally, it lurched back into life. “Yes. Okay. Give me the means to drop information to you, and I will. You don’t contact me, though. This is strictly one way. No one can see me as part of this.”

      “I understand. Sweetheart?”

      Demetrius laughed. “Sending you an email address now. Toss anything in there, and we’ll be alerted.”

      Scimitar said, “I hope you realize who you’re going up against. This is the biggest of the big time.”

      Ruby nodded. “That’s life in Magic City. The stakes are always high.”

      The other woman expelled a dark laugh. “Marketing slogans won’t help you survive whatever Julianna has planned.”

      She replied, “Doesn’t make it less true. Thanks for your help.”

      The world blurred like Scimitar had hurled out of the room, and suddenly they were back in Demetrius’s starting room. He gave a loud sigh, and Ruby took off her VR rig to find him leaning back in his chair, stretching. She said, “That went about as well as could be expected.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. She seems okay.”

      She looked at her watch. “That didn’t take long. Means I have an hour before I have to leave. Got any ideas on how to kill an hour?”

      He laughed and moved over to the bed. “I bet I can think of something. Get over here.”
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      When Thompson hadn’t checked in at the designated time, Julianna had been concerned but not panicked. Several outcomes to the planned operation would have required her lieutenant to go to ground and stay that way for twenty-four hours. When one of her security team, a man named Stevens, requested to visit her, she knew something had gone wrong. She arranged herself on the edge of her couch and steeled herself for whatever news he would bring.

      He entered the room almost reluctantly. He looked young to her but had the bearing of the military. It was visible in his stance, in his closely cropped hair, and in the way his hands clasped naturally behind his back when he greeted her.

      Julianna nodded. “Out with it.”

      He replied, “The authorities have detained Ms. Thompson. By all indications, her operation was unsuccessful, as well.”

      Juliana appreciated the clarification. If they’d arrested Thompson for murder, it would be much more difficult to arrange for her freedom. She said, “Get her released immediately.”

      He gave a slight head shake. “We’ve already looked into that option, ma’am, including contacting the lawyer you have on retainer. She’s with the sheriff, not Ely PD. We have no leverage to apply, and standard procedure keeps her locked up without bail while the investigation continues.”

      “Do we know what went wrong?”

      “We don’t, unfortunately.”

      She nodded slowly, plans forming in her mind. “Okay. First thing to do is to dispatch one of our lawyers to her wherever they’re holding her. They can get us some information, and we’ll decide on our path forward from there. Have no doubt, I want her back. You’re going to make that happen.”

      He straightened further and gave a sharp nod. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Julianna rose. “Go to it. Also, double my guard, and bolster our numbers with trusted people. This might be the first step in action against us. Finally, see that I’m not disturbed for the next two hours.”

      “Affirmative, ma’am.” He backed out of her line of sight. She turned and headed for her bedroom, far less confident than the display she’d put on made her seem. I really hoped I wouldn’t have to do this. Ever.

      She angled into her walk-in closet and flicked on the light. A safe stood bolted to both the floor and the wall behind it. She pressed both of the buttons necessary to deactivate the security alarms that would go off when anyone touched the dial, then spun it to enter the five-number combination her husband had chosen at random and required her to memorize. With the final one entered, she was able to lift the heavy latch, and the door swung smoothly open.

      The safe was smaller on the inside than it appeared on the outside, thanks to the protections built-in. The entire building could be on fire, and the papers inside the metal behemoth would survive, allegedly. She’d never needed to test it, fortunately. It held stacks of cash, her emergency run money. She had more squirreled away in various locations in the western part of the country, ready for her to access if circumstances required it.

      On a shelf above that was a pistol, one her lieutenants had cleaned regularly, and that was always loaded. However, it was the metal container bolted to the top level that was her objective. It had five unlabeled buttons on the front, and she pressed them in the required sequence. That door released and swung aside, giving access to her false identities and a thick notebook. She left the former in the box and took the latter. Locking the safe again, she headed for her bed and threw herself on it.

      She opened the notebook and smiled at the sight of her husband’s cramped handwriting. Late husband. The realization still hit her anew at odd times. The entry she was looking for was on one of the most recently inked pages, inscribed there when a person Gabriel had helped at the early part of their career rose to a position of prominence.

      Juliana didn’t like having to call in favors from others. She didn’t like that at all. Her husband had always warned her against negotiating from a weakened position, but she saw no other remaining options. She needed more firepower than she had at hand, and with her trusted lieutenants gone, could think of only one way to get it. Drawing a deep breath, she reached for her phone. She punched in the numbers that would begin the series of contacts that would hopefully result in an agreement to bring Magic City to heel once and for all.
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      Ruby sat at one end of an oval table with Morrigan and Idryll in the chairs to her right. To her left sat Cara, and across the table was Diana Sheen, leader of the aptly named Federal Agents of Magic. Even though Nylotte had warned that Diana’s people didn’t have the bandwidth to help, Ruby had reached out and gotten them to agree to spend a little time strategizing with her.

      Cara asked, “So, do you think the attack is more likely to be on a casino that Worldspan Security is working in, or one they aren’t?”

      Morrigan interrupted her reply, saying, “My vote is one of the Worldspan ones. They’re already there. All they have to do is throw open the doors and not act in defense.”

      Ruby shook her head. “That would make them look pretty bad, don’t you think? After all this effort to get people to perceive them as the most competent company, it would be hideously off-brand for them not to do their job.”

      Diana chuckled. “And branding is everything in the casino world, right?”

      Morrigan said, “You’re not wrong. Okay, if we accept it’s most likely one of the other two, which will it be, Invention or The Underground?”

      Ruby replied, “Well, they have experience with Invention. That might count for something.”

      Cara asked, “Is there a reason they can’t hit both?”

      The question took her momentarily aback. “I guess not. We should probably assume they’re planning to attack both because we’ll have plans in place to deal with it whether it’s one, the other, or really both.”

      Diana said, “You have our apologies that we can’t be there with you for this one. We’d all like to be.” Cara nodded. “Unfortunately, our participation in the goings-on in Ely has ruffled some feathers in our command hierarchy. Until we smooth it over, we have to be a little more circumspect than usual.”

      Cara laughed. “You’re the very poster child for discretion, Boss.”

      Diana flipped off her subordinate, causing everyone at the table to laugh. Idryll asked, “Is there anything we can do to help?”

      Diana shook her head. “Not a thing. We’ll make sure you have supplies, and if the timing works out, Deacon and Kayleigh can assist. No one ever knows what they’re up to anyway, so they have some latitude.”

      “Including you?”

      The agents’ leader rolled her eyes. “Especially me. I’m usually the last to know about their antics. Fortunately, their work is so good that it’s not an issue.”

      Ruby said, “So, we’ll need to be aware of potential attacks on both the outside and the inside. Drones will help with the former, and maybe your people can assist my infomancer to hack the casinos’ internal security.”

      Diana nodded, but Cara frowned. “I know technology is great, and you should totally use it, but you might want to find a way to get some human intel going inside and outside, too. If it’s something big like your source suggests, they could have options in place to disable or evade ordinary surveillance measures.”

      Ruby replied, “Adding it to the list.” Over the next half-hour, they came up with many more items to add to her to-do queue. When they’d run out of improvements to make, she whispered to Idryll, “Distract Cara and Morrigan,” then headed toward Diana.

      The shapeshifter loudly asked a random question about the agent’s background, drawing Morrigan into the conversation by mentioning her depressing lack of martial training. Diana grinned at Ruby’s approach. “Quite a companion you’ve got there.”

      Ruby nodded. “One-of-a-kind, no doubt. I’m not sure if that’s fortunate or unfortunate, though. Depends on the day.” She lowered her voice. “Listen, I wanted to say this one-on-one. We can cut off contact right now if that would help you all. You’ve given us so much, and I hate the idea that we’re causing trouble for you.”

      Diana snorted derisively. “No way. We’ll need to be more careful about what others find out. The day I let some scumbag politician in Washington tell me how to do my job is the day I hand in my resignation and become a freelance bounty hunter or something.” She laughed unexpectedly. “Well, except for Bryant. But he’s only half a scumbag politician, tops.”

      Ruby grinned. “I’d like to meet this mysterious boyfriend of yours. Idryll thinks he’s imaginary.”

      Diana nodded. “Back at the beginning, he was around much more than he is now. Even then, though, no one knew much about him. I used to joke that his real name was Bryant Classified.” She shook her head. “A lot of water under the bridge since then, that’s for sure.”

      Ruby said, “Maybe when this is all over, we can have a picnic or something. Softball game, Agents versus, well, whatever we are.”

      Diana lifted an eyebrow. “Vigilantes?”

      She shrugged. “You know, as a team name, it’s not the worst thing ever.” They laughed and went to rejoin the others. Okay. Time to get to work knocking items off the list. No telling how long the bad guys will give us, but I’m sure it won’t be as much time as we’d like to have.
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      Ruby wasn’t sure when they’d be ready to start watching over the casinos, but figured that if she was going to make good on her promise of a date with Demetrius, she needed to do it sooner rather than later. Fortunately, the Desert Ghosts had a party planned for that evening. She took a few minutes to polish up her new ARCH-1, which was delivered only a day before, then went up to her room to get dressed.

      When she emerged, it was in a green dress she considered cute, high black boots she considered both sexy and practical, and her favorite leather jacket, the black one with a full-color picture of Dralen Bowie as Ziggy Stardust on the back. She knocked on Demetrius’s door. “Come on, loser. Get a move on.”

      He opened it, and she lost control of her breathing for a moment. He was wearing black leather pants and biker boots, neither of which she’d ever seen him in, plus a white T-shirt and a black vest. She finally remembered how to breathe again. “Holy hell. You’re hot.”

      He laughed. “Glad you think so.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Seriously. Why don’t you dress like this all the time?”

      “Leather is overly warm and not all that comfortable to work in.”

      “We need to go on more dates, then. Speaking of which, let’s not be late, or Prex will give me annoying tasks to make up for it.”

      Her boyfriend offered, “Whatever they are, I’ll help.”

      She chuckled. “Oh, you’re already going to help. Part of my gig as a probational member is getting things set up for the party. It’s just that if we don’t get it done in time, I’ll wind up having to do something stupid as penance instead of enjoying myself. With you looking like that, I am definitely not letting you hang out on your own around that bunch. Too many gorgeous, predatory women. And men, for that matter.”

      He replied, “I think I like the way jealousy looks on you.”

      A mock scowl covered her face. “Shut it and get downstairs.”

      They arrived in plenty of time to complete the preparatory tasks, then sat with the dwarven leader of the Desert Ghosts in folding chairs under a giant umbrella. It looked as if someone had stolen it from an island-themed bar. She remarked on it, and Prex explained, “Chain restaurant went out of business. We bought a lot of their stuff on the cheap.”

      Ruby lifted an eyebrow. “Bought it, you say?”

      He grinned. “Well, most of it. Probably. I’m not saying a few things didn’t make it on the truck that they didn’t strictly list in the exchange.”

      Ruby laughed, and Demetrius joined. She’d explained to him on the way over that while the Desert Ghosts weren’t one hundred percent compliant with any particular set of laws, their good dramatically outweighed their bad, and she considered them at least allies and maybe family.

      The night went by in a pleasant blur. Ruby made the rounds to introduce Demetrius as her boyfriend to the rest of the crew. They made many, many jokes at his expense and a few at hers. At first, he seemed nervous, not quite fitting in. She kept a strong grip on his arm, ensuring he knew she was there for him, and eventually, he loosened up and began to get into it.

      By the time the clock ticked over to the next day, the party had settled into a gentle vibe, and she was able to isolate Prex from his people in the kitchen for a serious conversation. Demetrius leaned against a wall as the dwarf busied himself cutting up various Italian meats to put between huge slabs of bread he’d sliced from a fresh loaf. Ruby had never met the club’s cooking staff, but they were without question excellent at what they did. The parties always had fantastic food, and they kept the refrigerator constantly stocked. She said, “Something big might be about to happen in Magic City.”

      He chuckled. “In the time before a casino blew up, I might’ve thought ‘big’ meant a robbery or something. How big are we talking?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t be sure. But some folks I trust suggested we might need more than electronic surveillance. I wondered if you could set up some patrols to ride around the casinos and make sure things are okay, as often as it’s reasonable to do it. Plus, if you’ve got the people, maybe send some inside a couple of specific places to keep an extra eye on them.”

      He asked, “Which ones?”

      “Invention and The Underground.” She knew those names would increase his interest.

      He set down his utensils and looked up at her. “Those are the two that Grentham still has contracts with. I’m guessing that’s not a coincidence.”

      Ruby shook her head. “We think they’re the most vulnerable right now. Not because of anything Grentham's doing, but because of the way the big picture has been playing out. It seems as if Aces has a target on their back, which might be enough of an incentive for someone to select one of their casinos.”

      He nodded. “We’ll do it, but I want a promise from you. If you find something out that will help Grentham, you’ll share it. I know you’re not his biggest fan, and I completely understand why. But some things are bigger than feelings.”

      Ruby chuckled and offered him a smile. “Actually, you’ll be shocked to learn that we have more than a truce and less than a partnership going on at the moment. He helped me with a thing, and I helped him with a thing. Anyway, I’m happy to share information with him. Feel free to pass on whatever you think needs passing on.”

      She frowned, then clarified, “I should mention that he only knows me as Ruby Achera, and I’d like to keep it that way. He’s not as perceptive as you all.”

      Prex laughed. “Well, don’t forget, we met you the other way around. Costume first.”

      Demetrius said, “That sounds like a story.”

      Prex grinned and put the final touches on the assembly of his snack. “Come on. I’ll share it.”

      Ruby sighed and followed. “I’m definitely going to need a drink to deal with this.”
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        * * *

      

      The next day found them all sober, either from time or magic, and riding through town on the regular charity run. Demetrius professed to be as amazed as she had been at how generous the ordinary people of Magic City were and pitched in readily with carrying and loading the stuff the city was donating to the Abbey.

      He hauled his part of the load up the steep hill without complaint, clearly entranced by both the picturesque walk and the sight of the abbey at the end of it. He said, “You know, I’ve lived here for a long time but never been up here. Of course, I know about it. Everyone does. Seeing it is somehow different.”

      Ruby nodded, thinking about how much she liked Demetrius’s thoughtfulness and complete lack of fear about sharing his ideas. “I always have the same reaction. It seems almost unreal, like it radiates a sense of peace that gets inside you as you approach.”

      He grinned. “That’s exactly it.”

      “When you meet Abbott Thomas, you’ll understand. I don’t think he’s a magical, as such, but I do believe the way he shares his serenity is a kind of magic.”

      Demetrius laughed. “Plus, the beer.”

      Ruby nodded. “Of course. I do have a deep appreciation for that, as well.”

      They deposited their burdens, and Ruby took Demetrius on a tour of the Abbey, ending in the Brew Hall. Abbott Thomas was there, his long white hair pulled back in a ponytail, and his beard and mustache more closely trimmed than the last time she’d seen him. He exchanged handshakes with her boyfriend, and they talked for a few minutes about what infomancy was and how it worked.

      Ruby watched their exchange and was struck as she always was at how the abbey’s leader seemed to be genuinely interested, appeared to listen with every fiber of his being as if nothing in the universe could distract him. That’s what makes him seem so trustworthy, that laser focus. We’re lucky to have him. The abbot and those he led had helped her personally on many occasions, and she knew that what he did for the needy in the city was orders of magnitude greater. So many people will never know how much he helped them. Which is probably exactly how he wants it.

      At a break in their conversation, Ruby interrupted, “Could we have a word with you in private?” She tilted her head toward the small room off the hall where they’d talked before. He nodded amicably and led them over. Once he shut the door, he asked, “What can I do for you?”

      She replied, “Nothing at the moment, but you might want to have some extra hands around in general, and specifically some with medical experience.”

      His expression took on a darker cast. “May I ask why?”

      “Indications are that something bad is going to happen in Magic City. Obviously, the authorities will do what they can to stop it. I’m trying to make sure we’ve got all our potential resources ready to go.”

      Thomas nodded. “That won’t be too difficult. Do you have a timeframe?”

      She shook her head. “People are working on it, but I have my doubts that we’ll get one. This is probably a situation where we need to be ready as soon as possible and remain vigilant until we know the threat has passed.”

      He sighed and shook his head. “It’s unfortunate folks can’t just get along. I know, I know, it’s a ridiculous expectation. Too many different perspectives, too many strong emotions. That doesn’t stop me from wishing and praying for it.”

      Demetrius suggested, “Maybe you should start putting a sedative in your beer. Or something that makes people more tranquil and happy.”

      A smile overtook his face. “What’s to say that I don’t?” He laughed. “Not everyone drinks our brews, unfortunately.”

      Ruby said, “Hey, on that topic. A friend of mine came up with a great opportunity for you to get more taste buds on your creations and for my family’s casino to benefit from it, too. I think you’re going to like this idea.”
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      Ruby returned home that day to find that Keshalla had left her a note rather than a ribbon. It apologized for being unable to locate anyone to modify the artifact sword and suggested she contact people knowledgeable about magic items. She had immediately gone to visit Shentia and asked her for advice. A day later, she found herself in kemana Stonesreach, under the city of Pittsburgh, for the second time.

      Nylotte had met her and Idryll at Shentia's and portaled them to a small storefront with a sword hanging over the door. The Drow led her inside, and Ruby was immediately surprised by how expensive the space looked inside. She remarked on it, and Nylotte laughed. “Alessand owns most of this block. He makes it look like a bunch of separate shops from the outside. At first, it was probably a desire not to be ostentatious. At this point, though, I think it’s basically a game for him.”

      The room was full of weapons racks, covering all the walls other than the front windows and the two doors. They shone in the light of a chandelier that hung over the rectangular wooden island in the center of the room. The counter looked like someone had crafted it from a single block of wood. Ruby could happily spend hours examining the weapons on the walls and imagined Keshalla would drool at the sight of this place.

      The man in question, presumably, stepped into view from a door on the back wall. The Dark Elf wore his long hair pulled back from his face. He seemed stronger looking than most Drow she’d seen, bulkier but still as elegant as any of his kind. His deep green tunic was embroidered with black designs and fell past his knees. It was slit on the sides to reveal black trousers underneath. He was, in a word, gorgeous.

      He crossed the room and wrapped Nylotte in a hug, which she returned seemingly enthusiastically. Ruby blinked in surprise. Idryll whispered, “Well. That’s unexpected.”

      “Right?” When they disengaged, she walked forward with her hand extended. “Hi. I’m Ruby Achera.”

      He shook it. “Alessand. Nylotte explained what you need, and I can most likely handle it. May I see the weapon?” She drew it partway from its sheath and offered him the hilt.

      He took it from her and set it on the huge wooden block in the center of the space, then walked around it, his hands hovering an inch away from the sword, seeming almost to commune with it. “What is its name?”

      “Eidolon.”

      He smiled. “Appropriate for a sentient weapon. Do you have the inhabitant’s permission to alter it in the way you’ve requested?”

      The question surprised her. It wasn’t something she’d considered or even thought of. The fact that he asked said a lot about his character if one presumed he would refuse to work on it if they disagreed. She nodded. “They suggested, well, agreed with the suggestion.”

      “They?”

      Ruby replied, “Yes. There are two sentient beings in there. Separate. Generally on the same page.”

      He turned to look at Nylotte, who shrugged. “I’ve found her to be truthful.”

      He smiled at Ruby. “Okay, then. If Nylotte believes in you, I do too. Let’s head to the back.”

      Idryll whispered, “I believe in you, too. I believe you’re a chucklehead.”

      “Shut it, sherpa.” She’d taken to using titles that Idryll specifically rejected in order to annoy her.

      He escorted them into a workshop filled with various tools and workstations that were entirely foreign to her. He took the sword to one of them and clamped it into a holder at about chest height, with the blade pointing upward. He instructed, “Grip it like you’re going to swing it, please.” Ruby complied, and he guided her through holding it at multiple angles and in several ways, manipulating the holder to make each possible, and made dots on it each time with a Sharpie marker.

      When they finished, several markings clustered around a certain space. Alessand said, “I had hoped to put the item where your pinky rests, but your fingers are kind of small, so that’s not a good idea. Instead, we’ll use your index finger, as your middle one seems to be an essential part of your grip.”

      She replied, “Okay. Whatever you say.”

      He nodded as if that was the right answer and crossed to something that resembled an apothecary cabinet with much smaller drawers. He returned with a small object and held it up so she could see it. “Think this’ll do?”

      Idryll asked, “Is that a diamond?”

      Alessand nodded. “Yes. Seemed an appropriate choice for the Mirra of the Mist Elves. It’s small enough that it won’t penetrate far, but the point is sharp enough that it shouldn’t be difficult to make the connection.”

      Nylotte frowned. “Is it durable?”

      Alessand laughed. “It’s a diamond, darling. The hardest substance on this planet. It is certainly durable.”

      The Drow woman scowled. “You know what I mean. Will it stay mounted where it belongs?”

      He replied, “It should. I’ll be bonding it directly with the sword's metal rather than adding it on with a mount. As long as those inside are truly in agreement with the process, it shouldn’t affect the item’s magic at all.”

      Ruby said, “Give me a moment to check one more time.” She grabbed the hilt and fell into the mental space where she conversed with Shalia and Tyrsh. A second later, she opened her eyes. “They agree again.”

      He nodded with a smile. “Then let’s make some magic.”
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        * * *

      

      It had been wonderful to watch the master at work, and when he finished, they tested it. Sure enough, by pushing her finger against the knob, she was able to send her magic spiraling through the sword. He said that eventually, she might not require the diamond anymore. In which case she should let him know, and he would remove the sharp edge from it but allow her to keep it as a decoration. She hadn’t known how to thank him, and when she tried, he waved it away. “Helping you makes Nylotte happy. That’s all the thanks I need for this small task.”

      Now that she was back in the bunker, she collapsed on the couch, setting the sheathed sword against its side. She leaned her head on the cushions and closed her eyes. “I think I need a vacation.”

      Idryll flopped down beside her. “That sounds like a great idea. Somewhere with a lake. A lake with fish.”

      Morrigan, who had already been in their secret base when they arrived, laughed. “Salmon aren’t smoked in the water. You understand that, right?”

      Idryll's voice was filled with scorn as if Ruby’s sister was the dumbest person who ever spoke. “First, I’m sure they’d be delicious, regardless. Second, doubtless, there are other kinds of fish in a lake that might also be delicious. Third, as long as a store nearby has smoked salmon, I’ll be fine.”

      Margrave’s laugh preceded him into the room, and Ruby opened her eyes as he threw a butcher-paper-wrapped package at the shapeshifter. “Your wish for delish fish is hereby granted.”

      Idryll caught it and tore into the wrapping immediately. Ruby asked, “Where’s mine?”

      The technomancer hefted the bag he carried over his shoulder. “I thought you might like a different kind of gift.”

      Morrigan frowned. “What about me?”

      He laughed. “There’s something in here for you, too, never fear.” Ruby and Morrigan escorted him into the work area while Idryll sat on the couch and devoured the smoked salmon he’d provided. Margrave remarked, “She’s mostly cat, isn’t she.”

      Ruby nodded. “Near as I can tell.”

      Morrigan added, “And the part that isn’t is pure sass.”

      Ruby countered, “Which is also more or less catlike behavior. It must be the attitude that makes the two of you get along so well.

      Her sister stuck out her tongue. “If you were smarter, you could be sassier, too.”

      Margrave chuckled. “Okay, friends. I have some paying work to get back to, so let’s get this done.” He reached into the bag and set four arrowheads on the table.

      Ruby complained, “Why does she get to go first?”

      “Because these were at the top of the bag. Hush.” He pointed at the two that had red circles engraved near the tip. “These are dangerous. Seriously dangerous. You’re going to want to be careful with them.”

      Morrigan replied, “Oh. All right.” Her voice had turned less playful. “Tell me more.”

      “They go active two seconds after the accelerometer detects their launch. They discharge bursts of microwaves that act as heat when it touches electronics.”

      Her sister frowned. “Okay, so?”

      Margrave sighed. “This is one of those things the Army would really like that I’m never going to give them. You should only use them in a life-or-death situation.” Ruby’s curiosity was piqued, and while she thought she should be able to figure out why they were so deadly, it wasn’t coming to her.

      Morrigan nodded, looking concerned. “I get it. Because?”

      “They will activate any detonators or explosives that are heat sensitive. So, not devices that use a plunger, but just about any others. Microwaves can also trigger ones waiting for a current.”

      Her sister breathed, “Holy hell.”

      Ruby echoed her and said, “I can see where you don’t want this getting out.”

      He nodded. “These are the only two in existence. My notes and formulas are in the secure repository your boyfriend set up for me. The hardware in the arrow will self-destruct after six seconds, basically burning out all the electronics so no one can reverse-engineer them. Still, if you can retrieve them, that would be good.”

      Her sister looked a little sick at the new addition to her arsenal. “Yeah. I’ll do that.” She pointed at the ones with the blue tip. “What do they do?”

      “Ultra-localized EMP. Literally only good for about a foot. So, whatever equipment you want to kill, you’ll have to hit it.”

      Morrigan said the obligatory, “My precious,” but Ruby could see she was still intimidated by the detonator activators.

      Margrave reached into the bag again and dropped a collection of discs onto Ruby’s workbench, smaller than the ones they currently used but otherwise identical. He said, “Explosive, knockout gas, and smoke.”

      Ruby shrugged. “Cool. But not nearly as impressive as what you gave her. You’ve always liked my sister more, haven’t you?”

      He nodded with a serious expression, but his flat tone indicated he was joking. “Yes. I always have. I just used you to get to her.” He shook his head and withdrew what looked like a metal cylinder from the bag and handed it to her. She gripped it in her left hand, testing its weight. “So. It’s a pipe. For bashing with, I suppose? Bashing magicals with a magical basher?”

      He sighed and said, “It’s heavy and strong so you can use it to block. More importantly, it’s a way to channel your magic. You can cast shadow through it without a problem. Don’t use fire. It’ll melt the components. Force might be problematic, too, so I’d avoid it unless truly necessary. What you really want it for is lightning.”

      Ruby hefted it again and peered at it curiously. “Why?”

      “Because it has a series of capacitors inside. Charge it before you go into battle, and it will increase the power of what you send out while limiting its spread based on the shape. Basically, your lightning will hit fewer people but be much more powerful when cast through there.”

      Ruby twirled it. “Can I test it on Morrigan?”

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t recommend it. You should trust me on this one.”

      “Thanks, Margrave. Seriously.”

      He nodded. “Be careful. You are my favorite protégé, and I’d like the opportunity to work with you on ludicrously profitable technomancer projects sometime.”

      She laughed. “Hopefully soon.” Yeah, hopefully. First, we have to figure out what the widow Sloane is up to and make sure she doesn’t succeed.
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      Julianna Sloane descended the stairs from the private jet she’d chartered and climbed into the back of a stretch limousine that awaited her on the tarmac. The autonomous vehicle pulled away immediately after she entered, as they’d said it would. It had taken no less than ten calls, climbing the ladder through various lieutenants and security interventions, before she was able to get a meeting with the man and woman she was on the way to see. Even then, they’d insisted that they would host her rather than accepting her invitation to visit. When my husband was alive, they would’ve come to him and been happy to do so. Things have definitely changed.

      She leaned back and closed her eyes, resigned to whatever events fate delivered to her in the next few hours. For all she knew, the whole thing could be a trap, and the limo would blow up on the way there. But she didn’t think so. Eliminating her provided no benefit to them and working with her offered the potential for profit. More profit than I’d like, I’m guessing. That, too, is a worry for later.

      When the car rolled to a stop and the door opened automatically, she stepped into an underground parking garage. She presumed she was still somewhere in Los Angeles, but for all she knew they’d driven through a portal, and she was halfway across the world. It didn’t matter where she was, as long as she got to talk to who she needed to talk to.

      A pair of bulky men in dark suits awaited her. The first said, “Welcome, Mrs. Sloane.” The other said, “Mr. and Mrs. Carillo are expecting you.” They escorted her to an elevator and inserted a key card into an unobtrusive slot at the side of the interior panel. The car smoothly accelerated upward.

      It opened into a living room. She stepped out and smiled involuntarily. It reminded her of their place in Reno, the floor-to-ceiling windows offering a spectacular view of the city skyline. A voice from her right said, “Julianna, thank you for coming.”

      She turned and smiled at Stacia. The woman was elegant, tall and thin, almost a little too thin, to judge by the sunken cheeks. Her red hair cascaded down over her shoulders, and her lipstick matched it almost perfectly. A black dress hugged her in the appropriate places. “The pleasure’s all mine. Thank you for agreeing to meet with me.”

      A man’s voice from behind her replied, “We couldn’t refuse a call from The Nightmare’s wife. It wouldn’t be polite.”

      She spun slowly and nodded at Carlo. Where his wife was beautiful, he was ruggedly handsome but would never be called pretty. His strong face featured rough skin, and bushy eyebrows and mustache gave the impression he didn’t care too much about his looks most of the time. The expensive suit he wore would argue that he did, making him a bit of a paradox. “Nor would it be appropriate, given all my husband did for you while he was alive.”

      The other woman said, “So true. Care to have a seat and a drink?”

      Julianna smiled. “I would be foolish to decline either.” The living room was similar in layout to the one she and Gabriel had shared, though her hosts had chosen an abundance of comfortable chairs instead of the couches she’d preferred. They formed a horseshoe around an oval coffee table.

      Two bottles of champagne were chilling in a silver bucket, and Carlo popped the cork on one and poured a glass for each of them. As he took his seat, he asked, “What can we do for you?”

      Julianna sipped the sparkling wine, which was excellent. Naturally. “I’m looking to cause some serious destruction. A couple of casinos.”

      Stacia replied calmly, “Not in Vegas.”

      She shook her head. “Ely. Magic City.”

      Carlo said, “Of course. Do they still need to be standing afterward? Explosives are easily used and easily sourced.”

      Julianna sipped again. “One should be preserved, if at all possible. I don’t care what happens to the other. If it survives, great. If it doesn’t, fine. In either case, the action must happen in a way that strikes fear into the casino owners.”

      Stacia said, “Because you want them to sell or leave?”

      She nodded. “Exactly. Or, should they die during the event, so much the better.”

      Carlo leaned back in his chair. “Doable. But it will cost you.”

      Julianna stifled the sigh that threatened to escape. “Of course. I understand. However, given the long-term relationship you had with my husband and the role he played in at the start of your career, I hope you’ll be reasonable.”

      The other woman laughed. “When have we ever been reasonable?”

      Carlo grinned. “You’re correct. We owe a lot to The Nightmare, and we haven’t forgotten that obligation. So, we’ll accept forty-nine percent of your business in Magic City, whatever that turns out to be. In addition, sixty percent of your existing revenues until you’ve reimbursed our expenses for this operation.”

      A chill washed through her, which she concealed by taking another drink of her wine. She’d known it would be costly and had assumed it would be more than she wanted to give up. But those numbers were excessive even when compared to what she’d imagined the worst-case scenario to be. Gabriel was right. Negotiating from the weaker position is a terrible thing. She shook her head. “Impossible. I have obligations other than this operation and that significant a concession would render me unable to live up to them. As you know, promises made must be kept.”

      He nodded neutrally. “Indeed. What, then, would you consider more equitable?”

      Julianna replied, “Let’s say forty-five percent of the business in Magic City. That will be essentially found money, so I’m certainly willing to share it. However, my controlling interest must be more than a single percent.”

      Carlo refilled her glass and did the same for Julianna’s. “I would say that’s doable, depending on the rest of the package.”

      Julianna nodded. She’d figured that wouldn’t be the sticking point. “And the same number on the existing revenues. However, I know that won’t meet your needs. So, I suggest that once we handle our business in Magic City, we create a formal alliance between your organization and mine. Mutual benefit, mutual defense, shared decision-making in Ely. I would get a voice here, but obviously as a minority partner. That increases the risk, I understand, but also dramatically raises the potential reward.”

      He tapped his fingers on the edge of the glass as he considered the offer. “Possible. But we would require assurances. You are aware of what that would entail, are you not?”

      Julianna nodded. Yes, unfortunately. “I am. Please make sure my future husband is attractive and intelligent. The latter is more important than the former.”

      Stacia laughed. “Oh, I don’t know. Pretty and dumb can be quite appealing.”

      Carlo smiled. “Fortunately, I have a brother of each variety. You can get to know them and choose which you prefer.”

      Julianna nodded. “I think we have an agreement.”

      He replied, “Agreed.”

      Stacia confirmed, “Agreed.”

      Carlo rose from his chair and extended a hand. “I’m looking forward to working with you, Julianna. Give my people the details, and we’ll get back to you within a day on plans and possibilities.” The security guards arrived to escort her to the limo, and it moved as soon as the door closed.

      She was confident there would be no double-cross now and that her next stop would be at the airport for her return to Magic City. A promised betrothal is definitely more than I wanted to give. But then, Magic City is a dangerous place, and I have oh-so-many enemies. I’ve become a widow once. I’m sure that enduring it a second time won’t be nearly as painful.

      She closed her eyes and leaned back in the comfortable seat, imagining methods of dispatching an unwanted spouse, her satisfied smile growing larger as the scenarios grew more elaborate. Oh yes. I think Magic City could very well turn out to be an exceedingly dangerous home for my next husband.
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      Ruby, Idryll, and Morrigan crouched under a veil on the rooftop of Invention casino. Three of Demetrius’s drones were up there with them, guaranteeing a view in all directions around the structure. Morrigan said, “I still think you’re wrong. It will be at The Underground.”

      Ruby sighed. Her sister had been sharing that particular conclusion repeatedly since the moment they’d all connected on comms. If it were only the three of them, that would be one thing. All sorts of people were on tonight’s party line, though. They’d included Grentham and his most trusted lieutenants. That had been a challenge to arrange, but she’d had Demetrius ask Scimitar to handle it, arguably keeping her identity secret. At this point, what will be will be with him.

      Prex and several of the Desert Ghosts were on as well, riding the streets near the Strip. One other member of the biker club was present, acting as the information collector for the ones inside the casinos. Demetrius, Kayleigh, and even Scimitar rounded out the group, although after confirming her presence, the enigmatic infomancer hadn’t spoken.

      Ruby said, “For the hundredth time, you might be right, but we’re going to stay here. You can portal us over there in like, a second. So, chill.”

      Morrigan replied, “I’m just saying. Maybe that’s where our eyes should be looking.”

      Demetrius intoned dramatically, “My eyes are everywhere.”

      Ruby laughed. “Thanks, D. Regardless of her babbling, Barb knows you have it under control.”

      Her sister confirmed, “That’s true. I’m not questioning your judgment. Only hers.”

      He countered, “And the fact that we agree with her doesn’t matter?”

      Morrigan confirmed, “Not a bit.”

      Chuckles sounded from over the comms. Then it was time for another round of confirmations. Ruby said, “DG-one?”

      Prex replied, “Nothing from me and mine on the outside.” He would be the funnel for all the information from the motorcycle patrol unless something went seriously wrong and instant notice was required from one of his people.

      “DG-two?”

      Prex’s second in command, Violet, was coordinating the reports from the people inside the casinos. “Nothing suspicious.”

      “Grentham.”

      “In position, ready to roll on either one.” The dwarf had put together all of his security people who weren’t currently working security and spread them out on the Strip. He’d also included some other folks, probably from the pawnshops he owned. Ruby wasn’t entirely comfortable with his participation but had been worried enough about what Julianna Sloane might be up to that she’d set that concern aside.

      “D.”

      Her boyfriend replied, “Fully operational, nothing to see yet.”

      “Glam?”

      Diana Sheen’s tech was piloting at least one of the Agents’ heavy drones in the area. She’d explained that the craft was stealthy enough that they wouldn’t have to worry about anyone noticing it was in use. Ruby wasn’t all that comfortable with the situation, but turning away assistance seemed like a bad plan. Kayleigh replied, “Nominal.”

      Finally, she said, “Scimitar?”

      A small momentary burst of static was the only response. At first, she’d thought something was wrong, but after several iterations, Grentham had explained that sometimes the infomancer used that as an acknowledgment. Ruby had connected only to him and asked, “Why?”

      He’d only sighed. “No idea. She’s unique. You sort of take what you get.”

      With the cycle complete, Idryll said, “This waiting is endlessly boring. I wish something would get started.”

      Ruby replied, “We don’t even know that it will happen tonight.” They’d brought the full team into the field at Scimitar’s urging. The infomancer hadn’t shared specifics, only indicated that circumstances were right for a move. The previous few nights had included some of the assembled players, but not all of them, watching, waiting, and fretting.

      She was mentally counting off the seconds until it would be time to do another round of check-ins when Prex’s excited voice said, “Several identical box trucks spotted. They’re present on both sides of the Strip.”

      Demetrius announced, “Redeploying,” and the three drones sharing the roof with them buzzed away.

      Ruby said, “Cat, take the left corner. Barb, the right.” Her partners split off to regain two of the perspectives they’d lost, and Ruby waited anxiously for more information.

      Prex reported, “They look like rentals or used fleet buys. Bright yellow.”

      The infomancer’s synthesized voice answered instantly, “Checking. License plates will help. Taking over the traffic cameras now.”

      They’d not wanted to risk the Ely PD finding out what they were up to any earlier than necessary. Everyone was in agreement that the local police department had issues where security was concerned, either deliberately because they were on the take or simply because they were unlucky enough not to be as well-funded as those who would seek to exploit them. Speaking of exploitation. Ruby said, “D, bring Andrews and his people in.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. If those trucks have explosives, things could get bad really quick.”

      In her other ear, the one reserved for direct communications rather than the party line, Morrigan offered, “If there are explosives, I can take them out whenever. But the collateral damage, I don’t know.”

      Ruby didn’t share her sister’s certainty about her new arrows. She knew they were a bad idea. “You keep those things sheathed. Quivered. Whatever. They’re a total last resort option.”

      Kayleigh broke in and said, “I’ve got my drone on the one nearest Spirits casino, which was closest to its position.” That wasn’t an accident. The tech had decided to keep it close to her family’s place, and Ruby was very thankful for it. Kayleigh sounded slightly confused when she reported, “It’s empty.”

      Prex muttered, “Clever. It’s a shell game. Some are diversions. Some are real.”

      Idryll chuckled. “Classic.”

      Ruby asked, “How can we differentiate?”

      Kayleigh said, “Rambo is with me, and he said something about the Italian Job.”

      Scimitar replied, “Right. Laden trucks will ride lower because they’re heavier. Checking.”

      The tech replied, “Me too.”

      Demetrius said, “Me three.”

      Ruby’s hands flexed open and closed, the nervous energy needing an escape before it boiled out of her. The mention of explosives had shot adrenaline through her system. Plus, the fact that after multiple nights of no results things were finally happening had her keyed up beyond the ability to stay still. I should have asked Daphne to make some kind of relaxation capsules, too.

      Kayleigh said, “Found one. Scanning now. Thermal blooms consistent with bodies. Scanner suggests there’s a dozen of them in there, not including the driver.”

      Ruby asked, “Where are they headed?”

      Demetrius replied, “No pattern detected.”

      The status quo held for almost a minute before Prex reported, “Three of them just changed direction abruptly.” Kayleigh, Demetrius, and Scimitar all confirmed that about half of the vehicles they were tracking had done the same—the ones filled with people.

      Scimitar said, “Two appear to be heading for Invention. Eight inbound to The Underground.”

      Ruby felt the blood rush toward her feet, chilling her all the way down. “Where the hell did they get that many people?” She shook her head. “Ignore that question. Doesn’t matter. Scimitar, evacuate both casinos. Grentham, you and your people head to Invention. D, send the PDA there, too. We’re heading for The Underground.”
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      Morrigan's portal took them to an alley that ran alongside The Underground. One of Grentham's security personnel opened the door at their arrival, and they bustled in, running through the backstage areas of the casino. Ruby demanded, “Status?”

      Demetrius replied, “I’m in the casino’s cameras. Enemies flooding in through both front entrances. Lots of them. Black masks, black outfits, body armor. Rifles.”

      Grentham snapped, “Worldspan?”

      She rolled her eyes as she ran. He’s got a serious preoccupation with those folks. Demetrius answered, “Unknown.”

      Scimitar added, “Multiple encrypted communication bands running. Could be more than one group acting independently. Comm signals at Invention don’t match either of the others.”

      Kayleigh summarized, “So, three teams, probably operating autonomously but with at least one person in each who connects back to a central control at need. That’s how we’d run it.”

      Prex asked, “Do you need us inside?”

      Ruby replied, “No chance. You’ve done the most important part. Pull all your people out and maintain a loose perimeter. If anyone tries to run, we’ll turn to you for help.” He responded in the affirmative, and she continued, “D, when you have the bandwidth, tag the vehicles.” That would let them trace the trucks with Margrave’s equipment.

      “On it.”

      They burst through the doors onto the casino floor. Ruby had been waiting for a camera feed into her lenses, but once she saw what was going on, she was happy Demetrius hadn’t supplied one in advance. She couldn’t have run faster, and it would have only made her more anxious. The invaders were shooting everything that moved. Patrons, workers, guards, whoever; people were going down left and right. As she grew closer, she identified some intention in the melee and scowled. “They’re focusing mainly on killing dwarves. The folks making it to the exits all seem to be humans, elves, whatever.”

      Morrigan growled, “Damned scumbags.”

      Grentham snarled, “More evidence it’s the widow behind this. She has a reason to dislike my people.”

      She has a reason to dislike you, you mean, and is evil enough to take it out on all the dwarves. Ruby ordered, “Cat, Barb, let’s beat these bastards down. Focus on supporting the guards and eliminating the greatest threats first.”

      Morrigan asked, “Eliminating eliminating?”

      Ruby weighed the odds, confirming that they were downright horrible. “Do your best to remain nonlethal. Same rules as always though. If you need to go harder to stay alive, do it.”

      Kayleigh said, “My drone’s on patrol, circling the building. If they get up to anything outside, I’ll take them down.”

      Scimitar reported, “The buildings are mostly evacuated. Fire and rescue have deployed. Sheriff and PD on the way.”

      Demetrius added, “Also, a huge wave of PDA drones is inbound. Watch out for them.”

      Ruby nodded. The Agency wasn’t afraid to bring their hardware inside, and things would be moving fast enough that they’d be a threat to enemy and ally alike. With all the boxes she could think of checked, she was free to take some direct action. She drew her sword and the pipe Margrave had given her and shouted, “Let’s get them.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan fired her grapnel at the railing of the second-floor balcony and flew upward under a veil. She climbed over it and drew her bow, her other hand searching for the appropriate arrow for the moment as the weapon unfolded. When the bowstring zipped into place, she had her projectile ready, and it took only a second to fit it, draw, and fire.

      The flashbang arrow arced to land in one of the casino entrances, at least momentarily lessening the flow of enemies. Another of the same type flew into a cluster of black-suited troops who had formed a small triangle with their backs to one another and were firing seemingly at random in all directions.

      She followed that one up with a knockout gas arrow to the same target, unconcerned with the fact that her attack might catch innocents as well. The likelihood that she would save someone by knocking them out was far greater than her action putting them in additional danger, especially if it also took out the people most likely to hurt them.

      Morrigan distributed her two remaining knockout gas arrows into clusters of attackers, then grabbed a lightning one. A bullet smacked into her vest, knocking her back a step as she released the string, messing up her shot. The lightning arrow struck a few feet away from where she’d intended, but the electricity it discharged still snagged several enemies and sent them twitching to the floor, at least dazed, possibly unconscious. Out of the fight for a bit, anyway.

      More bullets slammed into the ceiling over her head as she summoned a veil. She ran to a new location, then peered over the side, looking for whoever had shot at her. A set of five enemies were clustered in the middle, seemingly working together. Four surrounded the fifth, who was the one with the pistol raised at the second level. Their black uniforms were a little different than the ones around the casino floor, and their vests looked longer and better designed. “We’ve got an elite unit of some kind in here.”

      Grentham asked immediately, “Worldspan?”

      Ruby snarled, “Not every enemy is Worldspan.” She brought her voice back to normal. “How are things at Invention?”

      He replied, “Fine, almost under control. Only about half of them made it in before we arrived. My people are holding them at bay.”

      Idryll said, “Wish we could say the same about your folks here.”

      “I’m on my way.”

      Morrigan scowled. That’s a bad idea, but he’s not going to listen. She released her veil and selected another of the lightning arrows. She fired it at the shooter, and it deflected from an invisible barrier a couple of feet away from her target. “Dammit, they’ve got a magical.”

      Idryll said, “I see them. Don’t worry. My claws don’t care about their magic.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll charged the fivesome laying waste to everything around them in the center of the casino floor. A slot machine sparked and smoked nearby, and the closest blackjack table was splintered and broken. She cataloged her foes automatically as she dashed in, her partially shifted form carrying her faster than any human would be able to run. Two with shotguns, two with rifles, one with only a pistol. But she’s the magical, for sure.

      She was aware that more than one of them could be magical, but it didn’t matter in the least to her approach. Idryll was deep into her combat zone, and she would deal with each challenge as it appeared, letting reflexes and instinct guide her. She leapt at the woman from a distance she thought her escorts wouldn’t anticipate, but the guards around her target smoothly repositioned themselves to intervene.

      A shotgun raised in her direction, but she was coming too fast for the wielder to get the angle he needed, and his shot missed. Her claws sliced the barrel in two, and she smashed into the shooter, knocking him back toward the one in the center.

      The woman shuffled forward to avoid getting bumped and cast a fireball up at the balcony. Idryll saw Morrigan ignore the incoming projectile, calmly drawing another arrow and fitting it to her bowstring. The attack dissipated as the archer’s magic deflector drank in the power. She quipped, “Aww. Did your fancy spell not work?” The figure didn’t reply, only swung her pistol around and pulled the trigger.

      Idryll dropped and took a smash on the jaw from the butt of another one’s rifle on the way down. It sent tiny embers floating through her vision. She shook her head to clear it and came up from her crouch in a double punch at the one who’d hit her. Her fists connected with the person’s chest and broke their bones, the enhanced strength from her partial transformation mostly negating any protection the bulletproof vest might have offered. Idryll refocused on the magical, but her target dashed off, headed for the far side of the casino.

      She yelled, “Don’t run,” but then immediately had to dive and roll as another shotgun fired in her direction. The weapon continued to blaze at her, forcing her to keep running away from her quarry. She growled, “They chased me off. Someone else is going to have to handle that person.”

      Grentham's voice growled, “I saw the whole thing. It’s Prash from Worldspan. I know how the wench moves by now. She’s mine. Someone clear me a path.”
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      Ruby muttered curses in annoyance but moved to do as the dwarf had requested. Clear a path, sure. No problem, buddy. Not like I have anything else to do. She strode forcefully toward her destination, engaging each enemy she found along the way. Her sword was in her right hand, and she gripped the pipe weapon Margrave had created in her left.

      A man appeared in her path with an assault rifle aimed at her chest, and she pointed the pipe at him and sent magic into it. Lightning burst from the opening, wreathing him and dropping him to the floor instantly, without what she usually thought of as “twitch time.” She presumed he was unconscious and not dead because Margrave would have made the weapon nonlethal, knowing the rules they were operating under in relation to the Sheriff’s office.

      She lacked time to check and be sure because she had to clear a path. She sighed at herself. Quit being a drama queen, Ruby, and get your ass in gear. She siphoned magic into the pipe to charge up the internal capacitors again and skipped forward to slash her sword down at the barrel of a shotgun. It knocked the weapon out of line and caused the enemy to shoot one of his teammates. That unlucky figure went down with a cry, and she slid ahead and smashed the hilt of Eidolon into the shooter’s face. He staggered backward instead of falling, so she spun into a back kick that brought her heel into his temple. Then he fell, and she continued.

      Tyrsh and Shalia murmured in her mind, warning her of enemies that she might not have seen. They weren’t all on the same wavelength quite yet, as the duo often shared things she already knew. She’d mentioned that to Nylotte after Alessand had altered her sword, and the Drow had simply replied, “Practice.” Clearly cut from the same cloth as Keshalla.

      Her lightning took out two more enemies that tried to stop her at a distance. Then she was forced to defend herself from a barrage of shadow bolts sent by a masked figure that looked no different than the others. She swung her sword in a circle, summoning a force shield to protect the front of her body. The shadow bolts impacted and dispersed, and she fired lightning at the caster through a small gap in her shield.

      It met a shield in return. Ruby dashed forward, sending another blast of electricity high to draw her opponent’s defenses upward and ramming out her foot to catch the other magical in the stomach. She growled, “Fancy spells are only half the game, scumbag.” The masked head tilted up toward her from the figure’s doubled-over position, and she punched it with her right fist, angled, so the stun knuckles discharged and dropped her enemy.

      The person Grentham claimed was Angelina Prash from Worldspan launched a fireball at Ruby. She countered with blasts of ice from her sword and her pipe. Where the two elements met, they canceled each other out and sent a light shower of rain falling on everyone beneath.

      A slot machine exploded to her left, and she sidestepped away from it, slightly off balance. It happened again and again as Prash and her escort took advantage of her surroundings to create a barrier between them. She growled, “I can’t get closer safely. She sucks.”

      Grentham replied, “Not a problem. You did enough. Leave the wench to me.”
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        * * *

      

      Grentham hurled the ax in his right hand at one of the people ahead of him, and it buried itself in the back of Prash’s remaining guard’s head. The figure fell, and he yanked the weapon free without pausing as he strode by, flicking it to clear the blood from the blade and sheathing it on his left side. The surrounding battle had fallen into a hazy mist. He no longer cared about any part of it other than eliminating the woman before him.

      A portion of his mind maintained a protective force shield around him with several layers to blunt any attack that penetrated the first. He’d brought along one helper to guard his back and was confident she’d be able to keep him safe from anyone who might want to interfere with his third round against the elven wench in charge of Worldspan. He called, “Take off that mask. We all know who you are.”

      She spun and laughed. “Grentham. I should’ve figured.” She complied, confirming it was Prash underneath. “Quite a mess your security company has made of things here, yet again.”

      “This will be the end of yours, too.”

      She shook her head. “I’m only here to help defend the place because Aces is so deeply, unforgivably incompetent. Trust me when I say that all the security footage they’ll be able to pull afterward will confirm that.”

      He muttered, “Scimitar, hear that?”

      The infomancer replied, “I’ve been downloading the feed all along. Don’t worry.”

      He grinned. “Yeah, we’ll see how that works out for your company. Or, more specifically, I’ll see how that works out for your company. You’ll be dead, so I guess you won’t care either way.”

      Prash taunted, “Think you can make that happen, little man?”

      He nodded once. “Yeah. Pretty sure of it.”

      Her reply was to send a force blast into the nearest slot machine, launching it at his skull. He sheathed his left-hand ax and cast force bolts of his own to knock it away with a shake of his head. “Pedestrian.”

      Prash growled, “Just getting warmed up, worm.” A sound from above warned him. He shuffle-stepped to the side, almost dancing out of the way of the chandelier that crashed where he’d stood. He laughed. “Really? You’re not all that impressive when you don’t have the chance to prepare the battlefield ahead of time. Should I wait while you get some reinforcements to make it a fair fight?”

      She lifted the gun and emptied the magazine at him, to no avail. He’d been keeping an eye out for defensive options, and the huge metal base of a roulette wheel protected his head from the bullets, while his vest and leg armor protected the rest of him from what were surely anti-magic rounds. He let the improvised shield fall as she holstered the weapon, not bothering to attempt to reload it. Smart. I’d have detached her arm from her body if she’d tried.

      She moved to her left, toward the edge of the room, and he paralleled the motion. “You won’t escape again, wench.”

      She shook her head. “Not trying to. I’d prefer a clear area where I can beat the life out of you at leisure.”

      “You offer lots of talk, but not much action. In the words of Mr. Blonde, are you going to bark all day, little doggy?”

      She replied by snatching at her belt and throwing a canister at him. He smacked it aside with a wave of force magic, and it flew through the air before exploding and sending shrapnel everywhere. She shook her head. “Damn, you really don’t care about anyone but yourself, do you?”

      “I’m not the one tossing frag grenades.” I thought it was something magical. Dammit. The context around their fight was starting to seep into his mental space. The fact that wounded and injured nearby needed attention was a problem, and while he dallied with Prash, the other invaders kept mowing people down. He said, “You know, I’d really enjoy making this last. But I think I’ll wrap it up quickly instead, so I can stop all the damage your friends are doing to people who don’t deserve it.”

      She gave a short laugh. “You can try. And they’re not my friends.”

      “Whatever. You might want to reload that gun.” He grabbed his belt and pulled out the anti-magic emitter he and Jared had figured out how to recharge. He threw it at her feet as he dashed in. She looked shocked as she lost her power, then grabbed her pistol and the spare magazine in her vest. He smashed her face with his ax, surprised to discover after the fact that he’d used the blunt side rather than the blade.

      He drove his left fist into her shoulder, hoping to numb out her main arm, then whipped his right-hand ax around low, slamming it into her left shin. Bone crunched as it fractured or shattered, and she fell to the floor howling. He kicked her in the head to silence her, then stood with the ax in his hand, trembling with the desire to finish her off. Finally, he took a step backward. “You’re not worth the stain on my soul. Besides, it’ll be fun visiting you in jail and reminding you of everything you’re missing on the outside.”

      He turned and strode away, looking for someone to save.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby slammed the flat of her blade against her opponent’s head, dropping the person who’d fired three bullets into her vest, which wasn’t a problem, and one into her shoulder, which was. She slapped the healing potion and grimaced as it expelled the bullet. “Status.”

      Morrigan said, “Looks like we’ve got things under control in here. The security forces have rallied and are pushing the invaders back. They’re still breaking everything they can, naturally, but what’s important is there are no more innocents here to hurt. Only combatants on the battlefield, now.”

      Idryll reported, “A bunch of them are down. I haven’t had to kill anyone. I saw Grentham take out one of the leaders, so that’s under control, too.”

      Ruby frowned. “Well, okay then. That’s unexpected.” It seemed like things had gone from critical to controlled faster than expected, which made her suspicious.

      Kayleigh’s words came fast as if she was alarmed. “You need to get outside. I think the thing in there was only the prelude.”

      Ruby ran for the door as ice filled her veins.
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      Ruby dashed out of the casino and onto the Strip, sure that she’d find a bunch of black-clad enemies waiting for her. Her run slowed to a walk. Then she stopped moving entirely, her brain going completely offline as she stared up at the monstrous creature standing before her. Idryll stepped into place at her side and said, “Is that a crocodile?”

      Ruby shook her head slowly. “The head is, anyway. The body looks more like a T-Rex, but with normal-sized arms.”

      Morrigan, breathing heavily as she arrived, asked, “By normal size, you mean, what, like two or three school buses?”

      Ruby frowned, still unable to grasp the creature in front of her. “Well, it’s proportional. That thing must be what, twenty stories tall?”

      The beast was mammoth, like something out of a science-fiction movie. It was indeed almost half the height of The Underground’s hotel tower. It was easy to make the comparison because it was actively engaged with the structure, raining punches down on it like it had insulted its mother. Ruby’s brain involuntarily tried to put together the picture of a crocodile and a dinosaur mating, and she shut that process down fast. Some things absolutely do not bear thinking about.

      The monster’s body thrashed from side to side as it boxed the tower, which caused its huge tail to sweep aside vehicles and defenders on the Strip. Armored scales covered its skin, greenish-black or blackish green. She couldn’t tell which. Muddy river colors.

      Her brain finally cleared as the inhabitants of her sword caught her attention. She sensed they’d been yelling at her for a while. “Yeah, right. Sorry. I didn’t expect to see,” she gestured with the tip of the sword, “that.” She shook her head, clearing the last cobwebs. “Okay, so it’s big, and it’s bad, and it’s downright freaking scary, but it still needs to go down. Drones?”

      Demetrius replied, “I’ve got nothing with armaments aboard. The PDA has been strafing it but to no apparent effect. The call has gone out to the military, but it’s going to be a little while before they can get here.”

      “Grentham, how about sending some of your people to the closest base to portal them straight to the Strip? Might save some time.”

      He replied, “On it. I’m not sure what my folks can do against this thing.”

      Ruby shook her head. “Me neither. Get clear. This one’s not your fight. Work on getting reinforcements here as quickly as possible.”

      “You got it.”

      Kayleigh said, “Let’s see if this does any damage.” Demetrius put the feed from the tech’s drone in her left lens, and Ruby watched as it dove in on the creature with larger-than-normal bullets streaming out ahead of it. They deflected from the scales around its eye, and the thing jerked its head away before the drone could strike that potentially vulnerable spot.

      Its tail whipped up from off-screen, was momentarily visible in the camera, then the feed was gone. Ruby saw the explosion in her other lens as it destroyed the craft. “That Crocosaur is nasty.”

      Demetrius replied, “Crocosaur. Really?”

      “Not now, D. Okay, Idryll, with me. We’ll go after its feet and see if claws and sword can do any good. Morrigan, you’re a free agent. I’d suggest going up high, try to put an arrow in its eye or its mouth or something. Prex, get your people the hell out of here.”

      She strode forward and had a thought. “Scimitar, have we confirmed that we accounted for all the vehicles? There’s not one with explosives waiting to blow up a casino?”

      The infomancer replied, “All those we detected are indeed accounted for.”

      “Good.” Ruby crossed that off her list of concerns. “Well, we’re down to one problem. That’s something, right?”

      Morrigan laughed. “I guess that’s one way to look at it. It’s a big problem, though. Be careful. Don’t let it step on you.”

      She stared at the behemoth and shook her head in continued disbelief. “Yeah. Good point. I’ll do my best.”
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        * * *

      

      Idryll transformed fully into her tiger form, that being the most powerful of her attack options. Her mask slipped down to hang around her neck, and the belt retracted so as not to be a hindrance. If the explosives discs proved to work, she could change back afterward to use hers. She was confident Ruby would test them, eventually.

      At the moment, she had only one tried-and-true tactic in mind, to get behind the thing’s feet and slice them into ribbons. Presumably, since it was upright, it had something resembling an Achilles tendon. If it did, it would likely be as vulnerable to damage as a human in that particular spot. Well, minus the armor and the potential for getting squashed if I don’t keep moving.

      She accelerated, trusting Ruby to take care of herself. She wondered on occasion if the relationship between previous companions and Mirra had been the same as theirs. Her frequent instinct was to protect her partner, but mostly Ruby wasn’t interested in being protected. She wanted someone to complement her skills, which was an ideal role for Idryll. I’m more an attacker than a defender when you come right down to it. I’m a tiger, after all.

      She wove between the wreckage of drones as they fell from the sky. The PDA was fully in the fight, at least with their machines, to judge by some of the disabled craft in her path. Good, about time they did something useful.

      As she got close, the thing lifted its foot, and she skidded to a stop, waiting for some indication of what direction it would take. The huge leg moved toward the casino, so she dashed the other way, circling it. It came down on top of a police car whose occupant had wisely abandoned the vehicle and caused it to explode.

      When the creature didn’t lift his foot as a fireball erupted beneath it, Idryll's concern jumped up an order of magnitude. She dashed around to the rear of the foot and launched herself in the air, using all the power she had. She put every bit of muscle she possessed into a claw swipe across the back of its foot at the pinnacle of her leap.

      Her natural weapons had never failed to penetrate anything when she’d delivered such a strike—stone, wood, metal. None of them had been fully able to resist her power. As her razor-sharp claws scraped off the scales, shock from the impact radiated up the limb and simultaneously erupted in her mind. She landed in a skid and turned, staring at the space she’d attacked. She hadn’t damaged the scales at all. Not even a damn scratch. She bolted away and switched back into partial humanoid form. “My best shot did nothing to it. We’re in trouble.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan had portaled to the roof of the next casino tower over and used her grapnel to drop down the side of the building to a height a couple of stories above the thing’s head. She pushed off the wall and let herself swing toward a window, smashing the glass with a burst of force a second before she passed through.

      She landed in a slide and hit the button to release the grapnel, turning back to the broken window as the cable automatically re-spooled into her belt. Morrigan snarled at the half-dressed couple scrambling out of bed. “Get the hell out of here. Aren’t you paying attention to anything other than yourselves? Like all that banging and crashing? Idiots.”

      She drew her bow and grabbed an explosive arrow, firing it at the Crocosaur’s head. The thing was in motion, so she missed the eye; her arrow detonated on the side of its face. It didn’t seem to care. “Well, that’s discouraging. My explosive arrow didn’t do anything, either.”

      Ruby reminded her, “The eyes.”

      Morrigan scowled even though her sister couldn’t see it. “Tell you what, you climb it and stick your sword in its eye, Miss Know It All. It’s kind of hard to hit that target from this distance.”

      Her sister replied, “Excuses,” and Morrigan lowered the bow, realizing she’d drawn her last explosive arrow. Need to wait for my opening and make this one count.

      She put it back and tried the other arrow types in her quiver, aiming each time for the eye. None of them struck true as the creature thrashed about, and none did any damage. PDA drones were harassing the thing’s head, and they seemed to be distracting it. At the very least, it had quit punching the hotel and was now swiping at the aerial annoyances.

      Morrigan frowned at a new cluster of flying vehicles coming in from the west, taking a strange angle toward the thing. She muttered, “What the hell are they up to,” then discovered the answer as they shot down the PDA drones. She swore, then swore again louder. “Someone’s defending the damn beast with drones.”

      Scimitar reported, “It’s a new set of signals, not connected to any of the others.”

      Demetrius growled, “Makes sense. Somebody created and sent this thing, right? I mean, it didn’t crawl out of the sewers or something.”

      Ruby said, “Do what you can to get rid of them, even if it means hijacking the PDA drones. I’m sure you’re better than their pilots.”

      Morrigan shot two down in quick succession with the EMP arrows Margrave had provided and managed to knock out another with a razor arrow. Then they swung around to the other side of the monstrosity, out of her range. “I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this.”

      Ruby replied, “Me too. Grentham, how long on the military?”

      The dwarf sounded as worried as the rest of them. “We’re at the base. Drones should be on-site in a couple of minutes, tops. Troops shortly after. Took a few to convince them we were legit.”

      Morrigan winced as a huge fist blasted a corner hotel room out of existence. “Tell them to hurry. I’m not sure how much longer we’ll be able to distract it from taking down every casino in town.”
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        * * *

      

      Angelina Prash groaned as she pushed herself to her feet. “Damn dwarf. Damn Julianna Sloane. Damn stupid Magic City.”

      The babble in her earpiece distracted her. Then she interrupted the flow of orders and responses. “What the hell did you say? A giant crocodile on two legs? Show me.” Her fight with the Aces jerk had broken the left lens of her smart glasses, but in the other, she saw a gigantic creature with a crocodile head stomping around outside. “Holy hell.”

      She knew in her bones that Sloane was behind it. Somehow. She’d realized the woman was crazy but had misjudged the magnitude of her damage. This was going too far. Angelina was fine with a little destruction, and her people had been under orders only to engage combatants. The monster was something else entirely and risked everyone, innocent and guilty alike.

      She wrapped force magic around her shin to support the broken bone and downed her healing potion. The injury was severe enough that the single flask might or might not fully repair it, and she’d already used her other one. The continuing pain with each step suggested the magical splint was a wise choice.

      She gathered the backpacks from her fallen escorts. They’d all brought explosives, blocks of C-4 to use if the need presented itself. They could use the bricks inside separately, or with a quick connection, turn the entire backpack into a bomb. She looped two over one shoulder and two over the other.

      I get to the roof, and I throw one of these things into its mouth. Creature goes boom. I go on a vacation. No problem. She headed for the elevator, ordering her troops to disperse and go to wherever their alibis would claim they’d been that night if asked. Each of them offered to help her, but she refused assistance. “I’ve got this. Just get out.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby screamed in alarm and ran as the tail suddenly lashed in her direction. A last-minute burst of force magic carried her over the thrashing appendage as it crashed into the wall of The Underground’s casino section, caving it in. She whipped her sword down, slashing it against the thing’s scales, and as before, accomplished nothing.

      Morrigan said, “Oh,” like she was surprised.

      Ruby sighed and flipped her dirty hair out of her face. “What now?”

      “It ran out of drones to fight. It’s going back in for the hotel tower.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby didn’t climb the Crocosaur, despite Morrigan's suggestion that she should. Instead, she launched herself up to the roof of the casino level, which was still vibrating with the aftershocks of the thing’s tail crashing into it. Deciding that staying there was neither safe nor useful, she blasted the surface beneath her with force magic, propelling her up beside the hotel tower. At the top of her flight, she grabbed a decorative ledge and pulled herself up onto it.

      Using force magic, she dispatched lightning and explosive grenades at the thing, discovering that it was much harder to target its eye than she’d expected. She even tried smoke, but the monstrous creature didn’t appear to care about any of them. The pipe Margrave had made for her concentrated her lightning into a cone that smashed into its face, which finally got a response. The beast raised a claw, scratched its jaw, and whipped out an arm at her position.

      Only one option remained. Ruby used force magic to blast herself off the building, holding her sword in two hands pointed straight ahead along her flight path. She rammed into the Crocosaur blade-first. Her artifact sword made a loud squealing sound as it penetrated the thing’s skin and sank in to the hilt, leaving her hanging in midair by her grip on it. Unfortunately, the creature didn’t notice she was there or considered her not worth addressing as it resumed its assault on the hotel tower in earnest.

      The whole thing was starting to sway, and Ruby feared it didn’t have long left. Unlike the Mist, which had collapsed in upon itself, she had a vision of the tower falling over into the casinos on either side of it. That would cause a cascade of damage.

      She reached inside for the artifact and sent tendrils spiraling outward, growing in size as they went until they wrapped themselves around one of the giant arms. It yanked against their restraint, tore her away from her sword, and hurled her into the air. She released the tentacles and pushed them out again, grabbing at a spike on the thing’s back. They found a hold and arrested her flight, and she used them almost like a tether to pull herself in. “Okay, I’m on its back. Now what?”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan replied, “Try to yank its head around and get its mouth open. I have one more explosive arrow. Maybe I can get it in there.” As she said it, she knew the angle was all wrong. The thing had twisted away from her, and when it opened its mouth, the lower jaw didn’t go down much. Instead, the upper jaw lifted toward the sky. She didn’t have the correct line of attack, even if she sent the arrow in on an arc. “Repositioning.”

      She ran out into the hallway, turned right, and dashed to the end of the hall. One of Margrave’s explosive discs made short work of a lock, and she kicked the door open and crossed to the window. “I have the best angle I can get. Let me know when you’re ready.” She pulled the arrow out of her quiver.

      Idryll asked, “Anything I can do?”

      Morrigan replied, “Don’t get squashed.”

      “Great plan. I’m on it.”

      Ruby sounded like she was in pain as she said, “Getting hard to hold on here. Stupid thrashy monster. Tell me when you’re ready.”

      Morrigan fitted the arrow to her bow, drew a deep breath, and aimed. “Okay, see if you can get the top of its mouth open.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruby wrapped her arms around the spike on the Crocosaur’s back as tightly as she could. Then she sent the tentacles spiraling out again, wishing for them to yank the thing’s upper jaw upward. They looped behind another projection at the top of its head before continuing, presumably for leverage. Her interaction with the artifact was always strange, far less direct than her other magic. It took her commands but executed them in ways she wouldn’t have considered. A moment later, power flowed out of her as the shadow tendrils jerked on its head. As she struggled to keep her hold, she growled, “Mo, do it.”

      An arrow sailed out of the nearby hotel, headed straight for the thing’s open mouth. She lost sight of the projectile as it entered the maw, and a muffled detonation emerged. She lacked the energy to cheer. “Status?”

      Morrigan's voice sounded like someone had stabbed her in the heart. “On target. It exploded in his mouth. He didn’t seem to care.”
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        * * *

      

      Angelina Prash pushed open the door, finally gaining the roof of the casino. The structure swayed beneath her as she limped to the edge and looked down at the giant crocodile monster assaulting it. “Damn. You’re an ugly one.” She’d realized a few moments before that she was more wounded than she’d thought when her vision started to go double. The dwarf must’ve broken something in my head. It explained why her shin was still giving her problems. Much of the healing must have gone to repair the other damage.

      That’s fine. I only need to stay up long enough to get rid of this thing. Then I can portal out of here and get fixed up. She made it to the edge, armed one of the backpacks, and waited for her opportunity. Its mouth opened as it roared, apparently angry at the hotel for some reason, and she threw it. By the time it arrived, the jaws had snapped closed, and the explosives landed on its nose. The fierce detonation shattered windows all over the building, but the monster didn’t seem injured, only irritated. It punched the tower again, and Angelina stumbled forward. The edge of the roof she stood on gave way, and she fell in the space.

      She should’ve been terrified, but a clarity of purpose had settled over her. This thing is going down, whatever it takes. She said, “Need some drones,” as she reached out with her magic, creating a line of force to grab at the base of a flagpole sticking out of the tower. The connection swung her to relative safety, and she got her feet established on a ledge. Two drones hovered nearby, courtesy of her team’s infomancer. She attached a satchel charge to each and ordered, “Fly them into that thing’s mouth.”

      Again, though, the giant crocodile monster refused to work with her. It closed its snout and batted the drones aside, and the satchels again failed to damage it. She only had two left, one in her hand and one on her back, and no idea how she would manage to hurt the creature with them.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby looked upward to where the Worldspan woman was standing. “She’s got some serious endurance.”

      Morrigan replied, “And a good plan, getting things down its throat, rather than only in its mouth. I don’t see another way to get at anything vulnerable. Do you think you could yank it open again?”

      “Yes. Probably. Assuming it doesn’t throw me off, first.” The thing was moving more abruptly now, hammering on the hotel tower. The cracking sounds coming from the building were getting more alarming with each passing second. “But your explosive arrows aren’t going to do enough damage.”

      “Not that I have any left, anyway.”

      “Glam, have anything we can use?”

      The tech replied, “No, but there are military drones ten seconds or so out. They just appeared on the Strip and are reacquiring control signals now.”

      “Scimitar, can you steal a couple?”

      The infomancer didn’t respond immediately. After seconds that felt like an eternity, her modulated voice came over the comms. “I have two. Fighting to keep ownership. Sending piloting control to D.”

      Demetrius said, “Got it. Okay, Jewel, what do you want me to do with them?”

      “Ram one into the side of the thing and self-destruct it as a distraction, then shove the other down its throat.”

      “On it.”

      “I’ll pull the mouth open again as soon as the first drone goes off.”

      Idryll asked, “Do you really think that’s a good idea? Maybe leaving now would be the better choice.”

      Morrigan added, “Don’t be stupid, Jewel. Try out smart instead for once. Get out of there.”

      Ruby shook her head. “I’m shielded. I’ll be fine. I’m the backup plan in case the explosion doesn’t cause it to open up enough.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “Runs in the family, apparently.”
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan smiled at the joke, despite the insanity of the situation they faced. She held an arrow loosely in her hand, one of the two remaining. Right now, if the creature were explosive, she’d make her sister leave and blow it up, figuring that the damage would be less than what it was going to do if they didn’t stop it. That would be a tough decision to live with, so I guess I’m lucky it’s not explosive.

      Military drones swooped in and sprayed bullets at the creature, who roared and thrashed as it tried to smash them out of the air. Two flew out of formation, one of them angling low at the thing’s hips and the other circling toward its mouth. The distraction would probably be more effective higher up, but she silently applauded Demetrius’s decision to keep the explosion as far from Ruby as it was reasonable to do.

      As was so often the case, just when she thought things were going right, the tables turned. The Crocosaur slammed his fists into the hotel building, which gave a colossal shudder, and began to fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby spotted the drone flying in toward the monster’s mouth and shouted, “Okay, now.” She slapped the energy capsule on her shoulder and poured all the power she had into the artifact, surrendering her will entirely to the task of making it yank the thing’s mouth open.

      The world went hazy as the tentacles ripped at the creature’s jaw, and she concentrated only on that effort and on trying not to let her precarious grip on the spike fail. Mental note. Add a low-open parachute to our gear. The thing bellowed in anger as the tentacles pulled its head back, and it resisted, which opened its mouth exactly as she’d wanted.

      Demetrius cursed loudly, and Scimitar’s modulated voice said, “Lost ownership of the drones. Trying to reacquire.” Ruby’s spirits sank as she saw the drone that had been headed for the monster’s mouth slew sideways. Then she noticed that what she’d taken for her movement was the hotel tower toppling to the left, toward Morrigan's location. She lost her grip on the spike and swung from the tentacles, which were loosening by the moment.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan's brain babbled meaningless words at the sight of the tower crumpling, and she hoped it wouldn’t hit close enough or hard enough to bring the building she was in down. But her body had seized on a single thought. Her hands operated on autopilot as they brought the arrow to the bow and aimed more by instinct than by sight. She released the detonator projectile and watched as it crossed the distance to the drone that was supposed to be the distraction but was now hovering in place. It managed a glancing blow but hitting it wasn’t the point.

      The microwaves encountered the self-destruct mechanism in the drone, which was a standard part of all unmanned military craft, to prevent their capture and reuse by an enemy. The pulse activated the circuits that controlled it and sent their instructions a moment before they burned out. That signal caused the explosive core of the drone to detonate, which set off the bullets and rockets that made up its payload. The resulting fireball slammed into the Crocosaur, knocking it a step to the side and causing it to roar in fury.

      Morrigan saw her sister swinging from the thrashing beast and launched herself into the air on a burst of force, heading right for the creature and praying that she’d find a way to reach Ruby before she fell.
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        * * *

      

      Angelina Prash knew she was dead unless she did something drastic. Fortunately, the fear that realization normally would have caused was nothing compared to the sight of the gaping maw below her. She was moving before her mind registered the fact that she had a plan, leaping into the air toward the creature’s mouth and slinging the satchel on her shoulder forward into her hands.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll ground her teeth in frustration at the knowledge that she could do nothing to change the fight's outcome. It was the most frustrating moment of her life. Once we get out of this, I’m going to protect the hell out of you, Ruby, whether you like it or not. Just, you know, don’t die. I’m not ready to be part of the venamisha again quite yet.
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        * * *

      

      Ruby swung from the tentacles, which no longer had any leverage other than her body weight. That was as irrelevant to the Crocosaur as a fly would have been to her. Only one option remained. She let go of the thing’s mouth, forcing the tentacles back into her arm with an effort of will and twisted as she fell into space.

      She lined up the pipe with the wound the explosion had created in the creature’s side and poured every ounce of remaining strength she had through it, blasting lightning into the single accessible vulnerable spot on its body. The monstrosity shuddered and screamed, throwing its head back in a defiant roar at the sky.

      She’d seen Morrigan in the air before releasing the tentacles and fell in full confidence that her sister would keep her from splatting on the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan grimaced and fired the grapnel on her arm at one of the military drones. It stabbed into the thing, and she used the connection as an anchor point to swing, detaching the line before she could pendulum back in the opposite direction. The move gave her enough momentum and distance to make her plan possible. She shouted, “Ruby, hold your breath,” and created a portal beneath her sister, then dropped through the same rift a moment later.
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        * * *

      

      Angelina Prash gave a satisfied smile as the creature’s mouth gaped open. Sometimes, things work out. She cast three spells in quick succession. First, a force blast to send the satchel into the thing’s throat since it had obligingly opened it up so wide she could drive an eighteen-wheeler down it. Second, a ball of lightning trailing after it so that the moment the explosives slowed from the impact, the electricity would trigger the detonator and set off all the C-4 in the backpack.

      Finally, with regret that she wouldn’t be able to see the results of her handiwork firsthand, Angelina cast a portal and plummeted through it.
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        * * *

      

      Idryll watched Ruby and her sister wink out of existence, confident that Morrigan had matters well in hand. She had an excellent angle to see the figure dive off the falling building and toward the monster and saw an object fly out of its hands before it, too, vanished.

      Then she had the distinct pleasure of seeing the Crocosaur shudder as something exploded inside it. It wavered, and Idryll ran for all she was worth to get out of the way of its falling form. Inside, though, she was laughing. I knew life with Ruby would be exciting, but I had no idea how exciting.
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        * * *

      

      Morrigan hit the cold water with a gasp and swam for her sister, who was underwater a few feet away. Every smart person had a portal location over some kind of soft landing in case they needed it in an emergency. Hers was the massive Lake Mead, created by the Hoover Dam.

      Ruby had surfaced and was laughing when she arrived, and Morrigan started laughing as well. Her sister splashed her, and she returned the favor immediately. Her comm crackled with Idryll's voice. “Are you two okay?”

      Her sister replied, “Great. Having a relaxing swim. How are you?”

      Morrigan snorted at Ruby’s giddiness. The shapeshifter said, “Good. The thing blew up. You got its mouth open, and someone threw a bomb in there.”

      She asked, “And The Underground?”

      Idryll replied, “Is going to need some serious reconstruction. The tower didn’t hit anything else, so overall things are fine. Probably. I guess. I don’t know anything about buildings.”

      Morrigan laughed as a wriggling creature rubbed against her leg. “Hey, Idryll. There are fish here.”

      “Bring me. Now.”

      Relieved laughter filled the comm channel as their allies, friends, and family joined the conversation.

      Ruby said, “We won. Against a Crocosaur. Proving once again that Magic City will rise above every challenge the world can throw at it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      It took Julianna Sloane two days after the debacle in Magic City to realize she wouldn’t be able to continue as she had been. Thompson was still under arrest, Smith was dead, and her plans to get the magicals back for what they’d done to her husband had come to nothing.

      Her calls to the Carillos had gone unanswered. She had no doubt that they’d decided to cut ties with her. Which is unfair since it was his witchy wife that had to be behind the monstrosity on the Strip. I knew they weren’t the most rational people, but damn. Inside, though, she admitted she should have anticipated working with them would result in disaster. It’s like Gabriel said. Negotiating from a bad position gets bad results.

      She snapped the clasps on her overnight case closed and put it with her other bags. A jet would be waiting at the airport to take her to Seattle and on to Canada. She’d live quietly for a while in a house on a lake they’d vacationed at once upon a time. When things were forgotten, a year or two tops, it would be time to come back and see what opportunities presented themselves.

      Julianna had sent a bonus to Angelina Prash as thanks for keeping her desire for surgical destruction from turning into a complete obliteration of the city. The elf had responded by email, thanking her and informing her that Worldspan would no longer be available for hire. I’ll be getting a lot of that for a while, I imagine.

      A sound from the front of the apartment told her Stephens had arrived to escort her down to the car. She walked out of the bedroom and called, “My bags are in there. Take them down first.”

      An unfamiliar female voice replied, “Oh, I think not.”

      Julianna froze momentarily, then resumed walking down the short hallway into the living room. “You’re not Stephens.”

      “No, I’m not.” The voice belonged to a figure in black leather, with a mask that resembled the face of a dragon.

      “You’re one of the vigilantes from Magic City. Defenders. Heroes. Whatever it is you call yourselves.”

      The other person shrugged. “Citizen will do. Someone who cares about keeping the city safe from people who would do it harm. People like you, Mrs. Sloane.”

      She smiled. “You must be thinking of my husband. He was the one who did those things.”

      The other woman shook her head. “We have your records, Julianna. Scimitar was quite helpful. You should have treated her better.”

      She scowled. “Lies. All lies.”

      “We’ll see. For the moment, though, I think you have another visitor.”
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        * * *

      

      The elevator doors opened to reveal Director Paul Andrews and several members of the PDA. Ruby had provided them with the information the infomancer had collected and had monitored their communications to know when they were coming. She’d wanted to be there for the event.

      He said, “Julianna Sloane, you’re under arrest.”

      She tried to protest, but he gave a tired head shake. “Don’t care. Go peacefully, or they’ll cuff you and do a perp walk for the media.” He turned to the woman who’d been with him at the warehouse, tied up alongside him. “Get her out of here.”

      When they were gone, he put his hands on his hips and stared at Ruby. “So. Here we are.”

      “Yep.”

      “I still don’t like your methods.”

      She laughed. “Mutual, Paulie. Mutual.”

      He nodded. “Fair enough. You won’t have to deal with mine anymore. The department transferred me, thanks to my success in apprehending the Drow leading the anti-human movement in Ely. I'll deny it if asked, but whoever turned him in did me a favor and I know it. Anyway, this is the last time we’ll see each other.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe my friends and I will visit. Where are you headed?”

      He smiled. “Somewhere you’re not.”

      Ruby laughed again. “Understandable. If you decide you need a hand, you know where to find me.”

      “Not a chance.”

      “It’s a weird world, Agent Andrews. Who knows, you might find yourself up against a Crocosaur.”

      His face twisted into a frown. “You’re calling it a Crocosaur?”

      Ruby sighed. “Everyone’s a critic.” Then she cast a veil and snuck away, departing through the same kitchen window she’d used to enter.
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        * * *

      

      Elnyier walked into her office in Darkest Night with a scowl, still annoyed over the fact that persons unknown had invaded her privacy. She hadn’t been able to get access to Dieneth to find out who it was. He was locked up in some sort of super maximum-security facility for magicals. It didn’t take much thinking to deduce that it had to be the costumed vigilantes, though.

      They’ll get theirs. I’ll let things quiet down a bit, then begin working on that little project. In the meantime, I need to start collecting dirt on the new Council members. She would refuse to leave her position as the Drow representative, no matter how much pressure the others put on her. She pulled her laptop out of the safe, took it to the desk, and sat. First, it’s time to move some money to my safety account quietly.

      She barely noticed the shimmer, but it was enough to catch her attention. When she looked up from the screen, two Drow women stood before her. The first was Shentia, a shopkeeper in the kemana and the source of several complaints about her leadership. “You, I know.”

      The other woman was unfamiliar. She was dressed all in tooled black leather, and her long white hair cascaded over one side of her chest in a thick warrior’s braid. A sword hilt stuck up over her shoulder, and daggers rode at her hips. A bandolier across her chest held some sort of projectiles. “I don’t know you.”

      That one replied, “Who I am isn’t important. What is important is that you are going to leave Earth permanently, today. Right now, in fact. Should you return to this planet, your life will be forfeit.”

      She rose, throttling the anger that made her want to yell the words. “Who are you to give me orders?”

      “Someone who knows what you’ve been up to.”

      “I refuse.” She pressed the button hidden under the carpet with her toe. “You can’t tell me what to do.” Then she darted aside as two portals opened in her office, and the four guards from the room below, new ones who’d replaced those who had failed in their duty, dashed through them.

      She’d expected surprise or shock and had hoped for fear on the part of the intruders. Shentia faded backward, pressing herself against the wall, which was satisfying. The other woman simply attacked. The sword scraped as it slid out of its scabbard, whistled as it whipped through the air, and made a strange, meaty sound as it separated the nearest guard’s head from his body. Elnyier shrieked as it landed on her laptop and bounced off toward her.

      The woman moved like water, spinning in the direction she’d cut and coming out of it throwing. Small darts sped across the room to bury themselves in the second guard’s eyes as he triggered the pistol crossbow. A harsh wind blew the bolt away before it could get anywhere near the unknown woman.

      That same wind grabbed the third guard and slammed him into the ceiling, then smashed him down to the floor with the sound of shattering bones. The fourth lifted his hands in fear, surrender, or simple survival instinct, but it didn’t help him. The woman slid forward, barely seeming to expend any effort, and rammed the point of her sword through his throat. She held the lunge position for a moment before ripping the blade back out, spraying Elnyier with blood as she snapped it off her blade and returned the weapon to her scabbard.

      Shentia stepped forward. “You were saying?”

      Elnyier's eyes stayed locked on the white-haired warrior. “I know who you are. You’re Kura-gari. The Shadow Blade.” The other woman inclined her head in affirmation. She swallowed hard as all her plans fell into the abyss. “I’ll go. Now. Like you said.”
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        * * *

      

      As the portal closed behind the former Council leader and Drow representative, Shentia said, “I think you scared the evil right out of her.”

      Nylotte gave a dark laugh. “It never works that way, unfortunately. Still, I’m sure substantial time will pass before she even thinks of coming back. If she does return, well, let me say it will be an absolute pleasure to see her again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was the first party Ruby had thrown since returning to Magic City. At college, she had hosted many, seeking to bring her human and magical friends together in a social setting. Her roommates had helped her prepare, and the house on the surface was full of happy people. The Desert Ghosts had provided the food, delivered by about a fourth of the club who showed up beforehand. Prex had promised that the rest would arrive eventually and that she should plan for the revelry to last until the next day.

      She’d spent the days since bidding Julianna Sloane farewell in a haze of normalcy. She’d gone on another date with Demetrius and spent some time with her family. She’d also visited Oriceran to discuss with Nadar and the mystics how to make her time as Mirra truly matter. Tirina reported that the scholars were adapting, and though surly, had asked for permission to venture to the second set of towns.

      Idryll had stayed close ever since the fight at The Underground and was still doing so tonight. At a different time in her life, the constant presence might have bothered Ruby. Right now, it was a reassurance that no matter how weird the future got, they’d be able to handle it together.

      She circulated, making sure to connect with everyone she knew and introducing herself to those she didn’t. She’d invited Alejo, but the sheriff had demurred. Ruby would show up on the woman’s swing in disguise sometime soon to chat.

      Diana Sheen and her people had been encouraged to attend as well, but none had yet arrived. Ruby had the impression they wouldn’t be coming, that something was up with what Diana had referred to as their “command hierarchy.” She hoped she hadn’t caused trouble for the group. That thought made her think of Rath, and she laughed at her mental image of the mischievous troll.

      Margrave was busy arguing with Morrigan over who made the best Captain Kirk. Her sister was a big fan of Chris Pine, and Margrave wasn’t budging on his position that Shatner was, and would always be, the only true James Tiberius. She grinned at them in passing but didn’t interrupt.

      A soft touch took the can of Coke out of her hand and replaced it with a pint glass of beer. Abbot Thomas said, “We made this one special for you. Give it a try.”

      She did and frowned at the fruity taste that hovered around the edges. “I almost recognize it, but not quite.”

      He grinned. “It’s dragon fruit.”

      She blinked in surprise, then laughed. “How appropriate.”

      “As you kids today say, ‘I know, right?’”

      Ruby broke into laughter and shook her head. “You’re awesome. You know that?”

      He nodded serenely. “I do.”

      The rest of the evening passed in a blur of enjoyment, and at around three in the morning, the only people left were the residents of the house and a handful of Desert Ghosts who steadfastly refused to go home. Demetrius patted her arm and said, “I’m going upstairs. Join me?”

      She replied, “In a minute or two,” and walked outside and sat on the steps.

      Her companion sat beside her. “What’s next?”

      “I think the day-to-day of Magic City’s defense is under control with Morrigan and Demetrius on the job. Elnyier isn't obstructing the Council anymore so that situation should resolve. The families are still shell-shocked, but I think most will rally and choose to rebuild. It’s probably time we went to Oriceran and spent some time getting a handle on the whole leading-the-Mist-Elves thing.”

      “Sounds boring.”

      Ruby laughed. “Well, we should probably keep our hand in, just a little, so we don’t get rusty. I’m guessing Diana’s team might have some tasks they can outsource from time to time. Plus, it's not like we can't portal back whenever to check on things, or if there's trouble.”

      The shapeshifter grinned. “Now you’re talking.”

      “For what it’s worth, I couldn’t be happier with my choice of companion.”

      Idryll gave a regal nod. “Of course. I’m glad I chose not to kill you back then.”

      She turned to face her partner with a wide smile. “Chose, is it? That’s not quite how I remember it.”

      “Well, you’ve been hit on the head a lot. Your memory probably isn’t what it used to be.”

      The argument that followed was as entertaining as it was irrelevant. When Ruby crawled into bed with Demetrius later that night, it was with a profound sense that, finally, Magic City was safe, and her life was heading in the proper direction. Of one thing, I’m sure. With friends like Idryll around, it’ll never be boring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ROGUE AGENTS OF MAGIC

          

        

      

    

    
      Diane, Rath and the Federal Agents of Magic popped up in this series. While this series is ending, their story does not. Join the intrepid Federal Agents of Magic in the next series ROGUE AGENTS OF MAGIC and book one, ROGUE OPS.
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            THANK YOU!

          

        

      

    

    
      Stay up to date on new releases and fan pricing by signing up for my newsletter. CLICK HERE TO JOIN.

      

      Or visit: www.trcameron.com/Oriceran to sign up.

      

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review.

      

      Thanks!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTES - TR CAMERON

          

          JULY 12, 2021

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading the final installment of the Magic City Chronicles, and for continuing on to read these author notes!

      I can’t believe this series is over. After living with Ruby and her crew for the last eight months, it’s hard to imagine leaving her behind. I really enjoyed her character arc, which led in ways I didn’t expect at the beginning. The way that each series, and the characters within them, take on lives of their own is a huge part of the reward of writing for me.

      Reminder from last month - I’m headed to Vegas for the 20Books show in November and will be around for the author signing event on Friday. If you’re going to be around, let me know, I’d love to say hi!

      The first Rogue Agents of Magic book will be titled, appropriately, Rogue Ops. I expect that series to be harder-edged in the same way FAM was as compared to those that followed. More wicked tactics in the fights, slightly more colorful language, and, of course, more troll! Now that Rath has become more or less the equal of the other agents in fighting prowess, he’ll be mixing it up with even more enthusiasm than in the past.

      I have now seen Cruella five times. Five. And I’m still enjoying it. I know there are some haters out there, but I’m definitely not one of them. Looking forward to Black Widow this week.

      Totally digging Loki. Rewatching Castlevania with more intentionality; the plot makes a lot more sense when you remember what happened in the last episode. Imagine, right? Going slowly on Discovery.

      I read a thing today about “languishing.” It’s described as a mental condition that’s not quite depression and not quite ennui, but somewhere in between. Like life has just worn you out, and you’re not finding joy as often as before. I’m feeling this at the moment. Starting to come out of it, but it’s an uphill climb. Apparently, it’s an entirely normal response to the experience we’ve all shared of COVID and quarantine over the last year.

      It reminds me to treasure the happy bits just a little more than I might otherwise do.

      My wife spent most of quarantine devoting lots of time to Animal Crossing: New Horizons. We just bought the game again, on a different device, so she can start a second island. That’s exactly the sort of thing I would do, so I respect it. Two years ago, I was all about Sim City, and had 3 different accounts going so I could feed materials from one to the other. Then I had to stop playing that because it was keeping me from, you know, working and stuff.

      Reminder again - If you’re not part of the Oriceran Fans Facebook group, join! There’s a pizza giveaway every month, and Martha and (usually) I and all sort of fun author folks show up via Zoom to chat with our readers. It’s a great time, and the community feel to it is truly fantastic. Oriceran Fans. Facebook. Your phone is probably within reach. Do it!

      Before I go, once again, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

      Until next time, Joys upon joys to you and yours – so may it be.

      

      PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.

      If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review. Thanks!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTES - MARTHA CARR

          

          JULY 29, 2021

        

      

    

    
      Here we are at the end of another great series – Magic City Chronicles – in the Oriceran Universe. We’ll miss Ruby and Idryll and all the others.

      But sometimes great stories come back around and because you guys, the Fans kept saying you wanted to see Diana and that troll, Rath again… Well, we listened.

      Remember Federal Agents of Magic? Coming back on September 21st is Part Two in the exciting and fun story as Rogue Agents of Magic.

      Don’t worry, the whole team is back, including Kayleigh and Cara but this time they’re working outside the law. They’ve been falsely charged and disavowed and some hope they turn tail and run. But we don’t write the kind of books where the hero gives up.

      We write the kind where the heroes run toward trouble, accompanied by their ride or die friends. Kind of like our own A-Team. For any millennials or Generation Z reading this – look that old TV series up. It was a good one.

      You remember that old saying about ‘write what you know’? I’ve been doing this writing thing in various forms for over 30 years now. A helluva long time. What that cliché means to me is that who we are as people comes across in our writing whether we like it or not.

      Basically optimistic? The characters will be solution oriented. Don’t really care for humanity? There will probably be a lot of side comments that tear down others in small or big ways.

      There’s a lot of that latter style of writing out there. I find it grating on the soul over time and unnecessary.

      Michael and myself – and TR Cameron – share that quality. We believe that almost everyone in this world wants to get along with others. They want the world to function in a way that brings the most good to others. And that small percentage out to do harm? Those are the bad guys and we blow them up in our stories. In real life, we recognize a bad guy for who they are and move on. Life is too short to shake your fist for very long. I do that and I ignore all the good people around me. Seems counter-productive.

      So, enjoy this last dance with Ruby and her friends and get ready for something new and yet, familiar. It’s like the next phase of Oriceran. The Universe has been around now for four years and has created almost 200 books and so many great characters. Time to bring some back for another visit. Hold on, it’s gonna be a fun ride. More adventures to follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OTHER SERIES IN THE ORICERAN UNIVERSE:

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE LEIRA CHRONICLES

        SOUL STONE MAGE

        THE KACY CHRONICLES

        MIDWEST MAGIC CHRONICLES

        THE FAIRHAVEN CHRONICLES

        I FEAR NO EVIL

        THE DANIEL CODEX SERIES

        SCHOOL OF NECESSARY MAGIC

        SCHOOL OF NECESSARY MAGIC: RAINE CAMPBELL

        ALISON BROWNSTONE

        FEDERAL AGENTS OF MAGIC

        SCIONS OF MAGIC

        THE UNBELIEVABLE MR. BROWNSTONE

        DWARF BOUNTY HUNTER

        CASE FILES OF AN URBAN WITCH

      

        

      
        OTHER BOOKS BY JUDITH BERENS

      

        

      
        OTHER BOOKS BY MARTHA CARR

      

        

      
        JOIN THE ORICERAN UNIVERSE FAN GROUP ON FACEBOOK!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BOOKS BY MICHAEL ANDERLE

          

        

      

    

    
      Sign up for the LMBPN email list to be notified of new releases and special deals!

      https://lmbpn.com/email/

      

      For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit:

      www.lmbpn.com/ma-books/
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        Website: http://www.marthacarr.com
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