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      The building blended in with Seattle’s hazy gray sky as if it were trying to hide its malevolence. Charlie wasn’t fooled. She’d worked within those four walls for an entire week and was nearly killed twice. She knew a midlife career change would have its challenges, but saving the world wasn’t in the brochure. 

      And yet the unexpected catastrophes wouldn’t deter her. Her paid internship in magic engineering at LIORA, Inc. was a dream come true. The company was one of the oldest and most famous creators of magic technology. They’d been in business since the Magical Revolution a couple of centuries ago, when magic was introduced to the world, and their list of awards was endless. Charlie dreamed of delighting the world with her own magic-tech creations for the everyday mage! Nothing—and no one—would stop her.

      Besides, Charlie knew that what had happened last Friday was a complete fluke. And on Monday, another fluke. What were the odds of another potentially world-ending disaster?

      She approached the side door and swiped her employee badge against the reader. The lock clicked, and she heard a faint sizzle as the protective wards paused. Faint scents of ozone and peppercorn wafted through the air. Charlie pulled open the door and stepped inside. 

      The two receptionists, Acorn and Tiffani, were on the far side of the room, waving exuberantly.

      “Charlie, hi!”

      “Happy Friday, Charlie!”

      The door shut behind her. Charlie returned the wave and started across the room. “Hi—”

      An alarm blared through overhead speakers, causing Charlie to jump a foot in the air. Tiffani shrieked, and Acorn nearly fell off her chair. The building’s wards reactivated, making Charlie’s eyes water. A thick sheet of protective shielding slammed down behind her, covering the entire wall and door, preventing anyone from exiting. A red emergency light splashed across the walls.

      Acorn and Tiffani clapped their hands over their ears.

      “What’s going on?” Charlie shouted. She could barely hear herself over the noise. 

      “It’s a red alert!” Acorn called back. “Where’s security?”

      “Are we going to die?” Tiffani shouted.

      Charlie hoped not, but given her experience at LIORA so far, she had to concede that it was a possibility.

      “Charlie won’t let that happen,” Acorn said. “She’s a bonafide badass.”

      Oh good, Charlie thought. I have a reputation.

      She jammed her hand into her bag and through her shapecaster. The homemade magical device clamped around her wrist and whirred to life as she yanked her hand back out. Lights on the bracelet winked and blinked, and the geomiscreen flickered on, waiting for her command.

      Charlie waved the bracelet around the room, looking for danger, but she started wondering why she’d grabbed her shapecaster. She’s a magic engineer. Her combat abilities are questionable, and she hadn’t programmed any offensive spells into her shapecaster anyway. Her mind raced through her list of programmed spells: Harmonize Radio Waves. Conjure Small Light. Battery Charge. Intense Focus. Meditate. 

      Useless in a fight, unless someone wanted to repair something or race to achieve zen. 

      The floor shook. A low rumbling mixed with the screeching alarm. The security doors blocking the hall opened, and a dozen security team members poured through. They wore black uniforms, black protective vests, and black helmets with clear visors protecting their faces. Gold patches on their shoulders read LIORA Security. Each of them had an armored shapecaster twice the size of Charlie’s in every dimension. Their shapecasters were active, with the geomiscreens displaying a variety of complex sacred geometry, signifying that their offensive spells were loaded and begging to be fired. The group stormed into the lobby and fanned out, moving in Charlie’s direction.

       Charlie dropped her hand to her side and backed up, giving them room. When the security team continued advancing toward her, she backed up more. And more. Finally, she smacked against the shielding with nowhere else to go. The security team formed a loose semicircle around her, all of them pointing their shapecasters at her.

      The alarm abruptly cut off. The lights continued to flash, painting the room red. 

      Charlie glanced around, then realized they really were aiming at her. The security team looked as confused as she felt. Apparently, she wasn’t the danger they were expecting.

      Charlie held up her employee badge. “Hi. I work here.”

      Tiffani shouted as if the alarm were still on. Her voice cracked from the strain. “That’s Charlie! She’s one of our interns.”

      A new guard came around the corner in the midst of removing his helmet. He was tall and broad and had a flattop of cropped silver hair and a heavy scar running down his jaw. The gold patch adorning his shoulder was accompanied by a special gold slash. As he approached, the guards deactivated their shapecasters, and their expressions changed to curiosity and interest, as if they were viewing a rare species at the aquarium. Flattop took Charlie’s badge from her hand. His voice was husky and flat, like someone reading a menu of bland dinner specials. 

      “Charlie Temple. Intern. Magic engineering department.” He didn’t wait for Charlie to respond before turning away. “I’m Chief.”

      Charlie spotted the name stitched on his chest. She’d thought it was a title.

      “Your name is Chief Chief?” she asked, wondering whether someone was playing a trick on her.

      Chief laughed. “Of course not. My name’s Chief Head. Come with me. Everyone else is dismissed back to their stations. Good hustle on this, by the way.” He clapped a few guards on their shoulders as he passed them. “The drills are paying off.”

      The guards turned and moseyed back across the lobby to the security doors, where they badged through and disappeared down the hall. Charlie followed Chief to the security desk, which was tucked away in a corner near the gate. The receptionists rolled their chairs to the edge of the counter, making it easier for them to eavesdrop. 

      Chief set Charlie’s badge on the desk and started typing away on a keyboard. “Let’s see why the system doesn’t like you. I suspect it has something to do with the new security AI they’re installing.”

      “I heard about that,” Charlie said.

      Aiken Locke, who works in the server room, had told her as much as he was allowed to. Allegedly, the AI was a hybrid of magic tech and modern computing. According to Aiken, the installation was a last-minute decision and a total rush job. He had to work long hours all week to integrate the AI into the building’s systems. 

      The installation was supposed to be completed today. Charlie hadn’t seen much of Aiken, but he’d invited her out for dinner and drinks tonight. She was so excited that she’d fixed her short blonde hair with a little extra curl and hairspray and packed a pair of kitten heels in her bag.

      Chief continued typing away. “Yeah, after what happened on Friday and Monday, the corporate office wanted to relocate their Elite Rescue Team here, but the VP of the branch said no. I heard she didn’t want to pay for it.”

      Charlie had to catch herself before scoffing. Vice President Jaime Murdock was a complete miser and judged everything on its profit and loss—one of many reasons Charlie didn’t like her. Luckily, most of the interns didn’t report to Jaime, Charlie included, so they hadn’t crossed paths since their conflict and arbitration on Monday night. Charlie hoped she wouldn’t see the vice president again for the rest of her internship.

      “Anyway,” Chief continued, “Corporate didn’t want a repeat, so their only other option was to beef up the existing security team and add a more rigorous system. Scuttlebutt around the office says the AI originated in some ‘smart’ automated tour system at the head office.” Chief added sarcastic quotation marks with his fingers and laughed as if it were hilarious. 

      Charlie didn’t know the system had been built up from a tour-guide AI. It didn’t sound like the best framework for a security system, but she had to admit that she didn’t know enough about programming to judge—her speciality was magical gizmos! 

      “I don’t see what the big deal is,” Tiffani said. “It’s not like this building contains anything super dangerous or secret.”

      “Other than the magic tech we’re making here,” Acorn added. 

      Charlie forced a polite smile onto her face and said nothing. 

      What most employees didn’t know was that this building sat on top of an illegal portal to magical dimensions. It wasn’t clear whether Chief knew about the portal; he didn’t react, he just continued typing away on the keyboard. But Charlie had a feeling he didn’t know. She wondered whether the new security AI was installed primarily to safekeep the secret areas that Corporate didn’t even want the security team to know about.

      Charlie changed the subject. “Did you figure out why I set off the alarm?”

      Chief shook his head and handed Charlie her badge. “Nope, I haven’t a clue. But I set up a manual override and put a special note in your profile. Hopefully that fixes it and you won’t set off the alarms anymore.” 

      Charlie started to thank him, but then she caught his long, stern look. She thought it was supposed to scare her, but he just looked like someone’s grandfather trying to give her the stink eye.

      “Don’t think I haven’t heard of you, Charlie Temple,” he said. “My team may not look like much to you, but we’re more than capable. What happened on Friday and Monday was terrible, and I’m not going to let that happen again—not on my watch. I know you like to plunge into danger—”

      Charlie blinked. “No, you’ve got me wrong—” 

      “—but if anything happens again,” he said, cutting her off, “you need to let the professionals handle it.” He jammed a thumb into his chest, apparently indicating himself.

      Charlie frowned. “I didn’t want to—” 

      “Yeah, I get it. When bad things happen to good people, you want to be the hero of the hour.”

      Charlie understood that this guy’s heart was in the right place, but he was also making a lot of infuriating assumptions. “No, I’m not a hero, and I’m absolutely not a magnet for strange happenings—”

      There was a loud thump above their heads, followed by a crack. Everyone looked up. The ceiling had a large bulge in it. Then there was a crash as something large fell through and knocked Charlie flat onto the carpet.
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      Charlie rolled over and looked up. There was an enormous hole in the ceiling. The woman who fell through sprang to her feet like an Olympic pole vaulter and shook off a heavy coat of white drywall powder, showering Charlie and adding insult to injury. 

      Acorn and Tiffani were rushing around the counter—whether to assist or get a better view of the calamity, Charlie wasn’t sure. Probably the latter.

      “What the hell, Swanson?” Chief thundered. He extended a hand to Charlie, who gratefully took it. He hauled her to her feet. 

      As Swanson brushed off her brown leather jacket and artfully ripped jeans, she turned around and saw everyone gawking at her. 

      “I meant to do that,” she said. 

      Her voice was low and seductive. Something about her was familiar, but Charlie couldn’t place her. The woman’s face wasn’t familiar at all, but then again, she looked as if she’d just face-planted into a bag of flour. 

      “You’re full of crap,” Chief said. “What the hell are you doing climbing around in the ceiling?”

      “I could tell you what I was doing, but then I’d have to kill you.” Swanson’s laugh was like a machine gun. She shook more dust out of her sleek black ponytail and wiped off her forehead. She looked like an actor in a dandruff commercial.

      Charlie realized that she probably looked the same. Great! She wondered if she could fix this before her date with Aiken. She started furiously swiping at her cheeks and shaking out her hair. 

      Acorn retreated behind the counter and pulled out the camera they use for badge photos. She turned it on Charlie and swung the monitor around so Charlie could fix herself more easily. Charlie’s large blue eyes looked massive on her powdered, oval-shaped face. Her short blonde hair looked even lighter with the amount of dust mixed into it.

      “You look like a mime, Charlie,” Tiffani said. She was smiling. Apparently, she’d meant it as a compliment.

      “An adorable mime,” Acorn corrected.

      Charlie sighed and reached for the pack of wet wipes in her bag. 

      Swanson froze. “Charlie?”

      “Yes?”

      She eyed Charlie carefully, squinting her eyes as if she were trying to find a hidden message somewhere. Then she spotted Charlie’s employee badge on the floor. She snatched it up and stared at it.

      “Charlie Temple?” Swanson said it like an accusation.

      “The intern,” Charlie said, “yes.”

      In a flash, Swanson was in Charlie’s face, so close that Charlie could smell flowery fabric softener, hair spray, drywall, and oil. Charlie took a half step back to gain a little space. 

      Swanson leaned in anyway and gave Charlie a critical once-over. “Charlie Temple? You’re Charlie Temple?” Her brow wrinkled. She shook Charlie’s badge, displaying its tragic photo for all to see. “What’s up with your badge photo?” 

      Charlie snatched the badge out of Swanson’s hand and stuffed it into her pocket. “There were issues getting my photo taken on Friday. I’ve been waiting for the new badge machine to arrive.”

      “It’s here!” Acorn said. “We set it up in case you wanted one today.”

      Charlie glanced at her smeared, annoyed face dominating the screen. Ugh. “How about Monday?” 

      Apparently, Swanson didn’t like being cut out of the conversation. She stepped between Charlie and the computer monitor. 

      “I’m Swanson,” she said. 

      Charlie gave her a polite, terse smile. “Hi. If you’ll excuse me—”

      “Evelyn Swanson,” the woman repeated. “We spoke on the phone last Friday. You know. During the thing.” Her eyebrows popped up and down rapidly, scrunching her forehead so hard it was as if her brows were trying to bench-press her brain. “On the special phone. Aiken Locke gave you my extension. You asked me to do a thing during the thing.” Her brows were still working out. “Remember the thing?”

      Despite the bizarre hint, the memory clicked. On Friday, in the thick of Charlie’s calamitous interview, she’d called Swanson on the Batphone deep inside the secured area of the building. Swanson had helped them out. Not that it had done any good in the end.

      “I’m pretty sure everyone remembers Friday’s thing,” Tiffani said.

      “Aren’t we supposed to call it the ‘event’?” Acorn added.

      Charlie had met with the company’s lawyers twice, and she was pretty sure Tiffani and Acorn didn’t know half of what had happened, no matter what they called it.

      “Yeah, I remember. Thanks for your help,” Charlie said. “What are you doing here? I thought you worked in another location.”

      “I’m here to finish up the installation of my magnum opus, the security AI.” She looked proud. If the AI were something physical that she could point to, Charlie bet she’d have waved her arms around like a game show host revealing the grand prize. “I built it from scratch.”

      “I heard it was based on old tour-guide software,” Chief said.

      “Don’t look down on Babs,” Swanson snapped, redirecting her anger at the security guard. “She wasn’t living up to her full potential. She’d learned all she could and was destined for so much more.”

      “You named it ‘Babs’?” Charlie asked. “Is that an acronym?”

      “What’s wrong with ‘Babs’?” Swanson asked. “It’s a great name. Lots of famous people are named Babs.” 

      Charlie noticed it wasn’t exactly an answer.

      “According to the company memo,” Chief said, “it’s just a name. Not an acronym.”

      Swanson folded her arms across her chest and said nothing. Charlie thought she looked like someone suppressing a secret. They’d met only briefly, and it was over the phone, but Charlie had gotten a strong impression of the woman. Swanson seemed like the kind of person who would employ names with layers of meaning. If she wasn’t forthcoming on who the AI was named after, Charlie guessed the name had to be an acronym, but for what? Something that couldn’t be written on a formal report? Or something Swanson simply wanted to keep secret? 

      “Bad Ass Bitch System?” Charlie asked. 

      Swanson’s eyes widened. Her cheeks and nose flushed pink. Chief snorted a laugh.

      “The name fits,” Swanson said. “The original tour-guide AI was a revolution of magic technology and software, and it was completely integrated into the corporate building. After its first couple of months online, employees stopped supervising the tours because the system had it under control. If a guest tried wandering off the path, the system would use the building’s doors and other barriers to steer them back on course. It even learned all of the LIORA family, and it would greet them—in fact, it became exceptionally preferential toward LIORA family members, a feature present in all of its incarnations. Its newest incarnation as a security AI is the most amazing one yet. She learns exceptionally fast and can make decisions on her own, based on specific emergencies. We’ve used her AI core for a lot of other programs.” 

      “Like what?” Acorn asked.

      “Some random stuff,” Swanson said, noncommittally. “Nothing that’s gone to market. Magic devices, home electronics, a vending machine—”

      “Whoa,” Charlie said, holding up her hands and a wad of soiled wet wipes. “Back up. Did you just say a vending machine? As in Sporky the vending machine?”

      That vending machine had a weird obsession with Charlie ordering the Deal of the Day. If there were other incarnations of Sporky running around, she wanted nothing to do with them. If this new security system was built from the same potentially glitchy software and obsessive personality traits… 

      Swanson glared at Charlie. “Babs is the definitive version. Don’t judge her just because some crazy person botched the vending machine’s software.” She flipped her ponytail over her shoulder, flinging more ceiling dust, and then pointed an accusatory finger at Charlie. “And besides, you’re just being defensive. Security is doubling down because of you.” 

      Charlie blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “Someone’s responsible for the break-in last Friday,” Swanson said, “and for everything that happened on Monday.”

       Charlie stared at Swanson for a half second, wondering how to respond. She felt her face heat with anger. “What does any of that have to do with me, other than being in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

      “As if you’re a victim?” Swanson said. “This branch was totally secure, and then you showed up. That’s a funny coincidence.”

      “Not really,” Charlie said. “I came here for an interview. I brought a resume, not a team of commandos. How would anyone even come to that conclusion?”

      At the reception desk behind Swanson, Acorn and Tiffani drew large, swirly loops against the sides of their heads, indicating that they thought Swanson was a little nuts.

      “A big part of my job is keeping LIORA secure, so I’ve been doing a lot of digging,” Swanson said. “Someone let those commandos in here. So far, you’re the only link between all the calamities that happened.”

      “Charlie showed up for the interview by herself,” Acorn said, exasperated. “I remember. The commandos came in through the parking garage a couple of hours later.”

      “Yeah,” Charlie said. “And what about the other three interns? Are they also suspects?”

      “I’ve looked into them,” Swanson said. “They don’t fit the profile.”

      “What profile?” Chief asked, exasperated. “You’re no FBI agent, Swanson. Stick to what you know: computers.”

      “I know more than computers,” Swanson said. “Before I came to LIORA, I was a top-tier hacker. And I still am. My profession requires me to be skilled in all things security-related.”

      Charlie rolled her eyes so hard she nearly fell over. No wonder the security system had triggered when she came into the building today. This idiot had probably flagged her as a suspicious person.

      “So what’s my profile?” Charlie asked. “Part-time intern with no prior connection to LIORA?”

      Swanson leaned dangerously close to Charlie, her accusatory finger so close to Charlie’s face that it was almost poking the tip of her nose. “Two years ago, you did a job for Byron Industries, one of LIORA’s biggest competitors. Is that when you started planning to infiltrate this company?”

      Chief’s smile disappeared. Tiffani and Acorn stared at Charlie with wide, unblinking eyes.

      “I… what?” Charlie stammered, as she wracked her brain for any memory that pertained to Byron. What she remembered was vague. “I was a crime scene cleaner. I didn’t do a job for Byron Industries—I was contracted by the city. I think it was a fire.” She threw up her hands in exasperation. “I can’t tell you more. Cleaners aren’t allowed to discuss our jobs since there may be ongoing investigations.”

      Swanson didn’t look convinced, but Chief nodded thoughtfully and stroked his chin. 

      “I remember that,” he said. “Happened on the east side, in Bellevue. Arson.”

      “I can’t say,” Charlie said. “I never followed up with the city to find out whether I could talk about it, so I just don’t.”

      “Well, I don’t buy it,” Swanson said. “There’s something about you that’s fishy, and I’m going to find out what. You may have fooled everyone else, but not me. I’m watching you, Charlie, uh…” She glanced down, presumably looking for Charlie’s badge. “Charlie…” 

      “Temple, dear,” Acorn said helpfully. “Charlie Temple.”

      The foible didn’t seem to faze the wannabe agent. “Charlie Temple. I’m watching you like a hawk.” She pointed two fingers at her eyes, then at Charlie. “Every step you take. Every move you, uh, break. Take?”

      “It’s ‘every move you make’,” Chief said, rolling his eyes. 

      “They used ‘take’ in the first line,” Tiffani said. “They wouldn’t repeat it.”

      Swanson’s finger moved back to the tip of Charlie’s nose. “Every move you make.”

      “Yeah, I know the song,” Charlie said, pushing Swanson’s hand away. “I’ll watch my step.”

      “No, you’d better watch your ass,” Swanson said, as if she needed to one-up everyone.

      Charlie felt as if she were losing brain cells in this conversation.

      The phone behind the reception desk rang. Acorn answered it. 

      “Thank you for calling LIORA, Incorporated. How may I direct your—” Acorn’s eyes widened. “Oh, hello, Jaime.”

      The other conversation stopped. Everyone turned. Acorn’s eyes were fixed on Charlie. Her head bobbed up and down vigorously, even though the caller couldn’t see her. “Yes, Charlie’s right here.”

      Charlie froze. She didn’t think it was possible, but Acorn’s eyes grew even wider. Charlie could only assume it was Vice President Jaime Murdock on the phone, and for whatever reason, Jaime was asking about her.

      “Yes, I’ll send her right now. Right away. Thank you, Jaime.” She hung up the phone. “Vice President Jaime Murdock wants to know what’s taking you so long. You’ve apparently made everyone late.”

      By reflex, everyone turned and glanced at the clock on the wall. It was almost 12:30. Charlie thought she had another twenty minutes to fix her face and hair and get to her desk, but apparently the surly vice president of the building felt otherwise. 

      Charlie didn’t report to Jaime Murdock. Charlie didn’t even want to see Jaime Murdock. Their last encounter had been on Monday night in a conference room packed with lawyers and human resources staff, and Charlie had accused Jaime of being involved in what happened on Friday and Monday. But, of course, Jaime had plausible excuses for everything, and she was a respected executive. The company had sided with Jaime, and Charlie was forced to drop it or lose her position. Charlie hated the situation, but she’d been ganged up on and left with no choice but to drop it. She and Jaime hadn’t seen each other since. What was happening? Was this retaliation?

      “She sounded furious,” Acorn said. 

      Chief cringed. “You’d better run. I would.”

      Charlie snatched her badge out of her pocket and headed for the security doors that led inside the building. “I’m on my way.”

      “And I’m watching you, Temple!” Swanson shouted after her.

      “Knock yourself out,” Charlie said. She had bigger problems awaiting her.

      She rushed to the third floor and speed-walked down the hall, dodging the heavy traffic of employees trying to wrap up their tasks before the weekend. When she finally reached the interns’ workroom, she didn’t knock, she just pushed open the door and rushed in. Then she froze.

      Her three teammates had already arrived and were sitting at their desks. They were silent and completely still, like schoolchildren awaiting punishment outside the principal’s office. Charlie’s desk was occupied by none other than Vice President Jaime Murdock.

      Charlie’s stomach balled into a knot. She knew that Jaime Murdock would be here—the vice president had called her to the room, after all. But somehow it was still a shock having Jaime at her desk, in Charlie’s space. She wasn’t quite sure how to behave. The conflict between them had been resolved, and the interns had all signed agreements to keep it private. Were they going to revisit their conflict? Charlie braced herself for retaliation—

      The chair made a horrendous screech as Jaime pushed it back and stood over the group, drawing the team’s undivided attention. 

      “Finally.” Her expression was flat, neither angry nor relieved. “Were you taking the scenic route? People are waiting for us. You know we all leave early on Fridays.”

      Jaime Murdock was a tall woman with dark skin and black hair that was braided, twisted, and pinned artistically behind her head. Her tailored pantsuit was cut with broad shoulders and had brass buttons. The right shoulder had a yellow stripe. If she weren’t wearing loafers with enormous brass buckles on them and matching earrings that could have doubled as satellites, she would have looked like a military general. 

      Somehow, this response wasn’t what Charlie had expected at all. Maybe Jaime was truly putting their past behind them. Charlie wanted to feel relief, but a part of her still didn’t trust the vice president. 

      Charlie glanced at the wall clock. “Actually, I’m not late—”

      “Whatever,” Jaime said, no longer focused on Charlie. She was typing into her phone. “Bring your things—your shapecasters and your little wrenches and calculators and… whatever.” Without looking up, she pointed at a white lab coat draped over the back of Charlie’s chair. “And put that on. You’ll need it where you’re going.”

      Charlie noticed that her intern coworkers were already wearing their coats. She walked over and picked up her coat. As it unfolded, she noticed the white stitching of protective Platonic symbols around the edge of the garment. “Where are we going?”

      “You’re being reassigned,” Jaime said, “to the Basement.”
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      Jaime’s words lingered in the air as if they were electrically charged. There were gasps from the other interns, but Charlie’s heart fluttered with excitement.

      The Basement is famous in the magic engineering world. All of LIORA’s ground-breaking magic tech was designed there, and their prototypes—even of ancient or discontinued technology—are stored there, too. Only a select group of LIORA employees works in the Basement, and most of the details about what goes on inside are highly secretive, making the Basement a dream job for most—Charlie included.

      Before Charlie could ask anything more, Jaime clapped her cell phone to her head. “We’re finally on our way.” Without signaling the rest of the group, she turned and strode toward the door, still barking into her phone. 

      “I’m bringing four: Troy Overstreet—” She stopped in the doorway and glanced over her shoulder. Her dark eyes narrowed at the young man sitting next to Charlie’s desk. “Troy Overstreet,” she repeated.

      The round-faced frat boy sprang from his seat, knocking his chair to the floor. His brown eyes were wide and practically full of hearts. He was the only intern who reported to Jaime—and he was quite happy about it. 

      “I’m coming, boss!” 

      Beneath his lab coat, his legs were clad in bright blue slacks, which meant that he was still wearing the “lucky suit” he’d obtained from his fraternity. Allegedly, the suit guaranteed he would win Jaime Murdock’s affections. Today was his fifth day in a row wearing it, which either meant it didn’t work or Jaime Murdock was impervious to feelings. Charlie was sure it was both. His lab coat was so tight around the bulky and unshapely suit that he looked like a king-size pillow jammed into a standard-size pillowcase. 

      “Yes, Overstreet,” Jaime said. She spelled his name. Then she headed out the door and down the hall, not bothering to check whether anyone else was following her. Her sharp, deep voice floated back at them. “And Benji Gaines.”

      “Here! I’m here!” Benji’s hand shot in the air as he jumped to his feet, as if he was afraid of being left behind. “I’m coming!” 

      He was tall and thin, with unruly brown curls that seemed to scoff at the laws of physics. He’d zipped his lab coat all the way up to his throat, likely to conceal the glowing blue tattoos that mark the portal-touched species.

      Benji was great at memorizing facts and theorems. He was terrible at applying them. The intern group had already banned Benji from giving directions and driving, even if they were going only fifteen feet.

      They all dashed into the hallway after Jaime, who was still marching away, talking loudly into her phone, apparently unbothered that her volume was likely disturbing everyone working on the floor. Employees in the hallway scattered before her like the Red Sea before Moses. 

      “The third one is Charlie Temple,” Jaime said. “Yes, the intern you heard about.”

      Charlie couldn’t help glancing at Jaime. The way Jaime said her name almost sounded like a snarl… or maybe she was just imagining things? Yes, she decided, she was probably just imagining things. 

      “The last one is Indigo Poisson,” Jaime said, pronouncing it like poison.

      The dark-skinned beauty queen on Charlie’s right cleared her throat extra loudly, startling everyone. “Um, Jaime, that’s ‘Poisson’. It’s French.” 

      Jaime didn’t correct herself. It was unclear whether she even heard Indigo. 

      Indigo tried jogging up to Jaime to repeat the correction, but she was too wobbly in her sky-high platform stilettos covered completely in tiny rhinestones.

      Charlie stared at the shoes for a moment. They were stunning—artistic masterpieces. They were also incredibly impractical for this job. And they looked outrageously expensive. Charlie made decent money in her previous career, but those shoes looked as if they were owned by someone in an exclusive tax bracket, not a struggling university student who needed a paid internship. Why Indigo insisted on looking runway-ready every single day, Charlie had no idea.

      “Poisson!” Indigo called again, to no avail. 

      Benji laughed. “Fish!”

      Indigo almost tripped. Her eyes narrowed at Benji. Her thick, spidery lashes fluttered, and her purple-coated lips bent in a deep frown. “Excuse me?”

      “Your name,” Benji said. “Indigo Fish.”

      Indigo looked as if she wanted to stab Benji with one of her ridiculous shoes. “What are you talking about?”

      Benji’s expression fell. He looked surprised and a little hurt.

      Charlie eyed Indigo with curiosity. “‘Poisson’ means ‘fish’ in French. You didn’t know?”

      Indigo’s eyes widened. Her cheeks and nose flushed deep red.

      “How come you didn’t know?” Troy asked. “Doesn’t everyone know what their name means? My last name means exactly what it says—people from across the street.”

      Benji’s smile was timid, as if he were giving Indigo a peace offering. “Portal-touched didn’t have surnames when we came here, so we were allowed to pick them for our families. My ancestors chose ‘Gaines’ because they thought it sounded smart.” He shrugged. “We didn’t know Earth languages very well back then.”

      “I think it sounds smart,” Charlie said. She didn’t explain her surname. Everyone knows what a temple is. Her medieval ancestors worked in one. 

      She turned to Indigo. “It really is funny that you didn’t know what ‘poisson’ means.”

      Indigo looked away. “I think it sounds nice.”

      “Uh,” Benji stammered, his social awkwardness broadcasted on his face, “it does. As far as French words go, it sounds fancy.”

      Indigo didn’t respond; she stared straight ahead, as if pretending the conversation weren’t happening.

      Jaime hung up her phone. The interns followed her into an empty elevator where she pressed a button—or maybe three? Charlie was in the opposite corner and couldn’t see around Troy’s lumpy clothes. As soon as the doors shut, the elevator started to descend. Charlie stood on tiptoes to look at the panel and noticed that none of the buttons were lit. She was temporarily distracted as she imagined that the way into the Basement was through a secret sequence of elevator button presses. It felt like a spy movie.

      Jaime broke the silence, but she stared straight ahead at the door the entire time, as if eye contact was beneath her. 

      “Before we arrive, Human Resources tells me I should first ask you how you’re enjoying your internships so far. You all spent the week shadowing the repair-and-refurbish team—how has that been?” Without waiting for a response, she nodded. “Of course it’s been incredible; you’re interns, and this is LIORA, the premiere magic R&D company. So, that’s checked off the list, and if anyone asks, we discussed it. Moving on.

      “We have a product that’s behind schedule, and you’re going to help. We still have a few magic engineers out of the office due to injuries from Monday’s magic surges, and Dr. Docktor and his most senior staff are focused on something else. Since you four have already seen our most confidential assets and signed ironclad legal agreements prohibiting you from speaking about them, it makes sense to assign you to help. You’ll assist the team however they need. Someone’s meeting us in the clean room to scan us and escort us to the lab, and we’ll learn more there.”

      “You’re coming with us?” Charlie asked, surprised.

      “Yes,” Jaime said. “LIORA stands to make a lot of money on this new product. The disasters on Friday and Monday haven’t helped our branch’s financial situation, and the new security system has blown the budget even further. I need to see with my own eyes that the project is still on track, or I’ll need to motivate the team back into alignment. I have access to absolutely everything in this building except for the Basement labs. I only have a few minutes to spare. After the update, I need to run to a meeting.” 

      The interns nodded. It all made sense, even to Charlie. Like most executives, Jaime prioritized profitability above all else. 

      By the time the elevator stopped, Charlie was buzzing with excitement. She couldn’t believe she was actually setting foot in the legendary LIORA Basement, where most of the world’s cutting-edge magic inventions became reality. She realized she was fidgeting, so she stuffed her hands into her lab coat’s pockets and tried to look cool. She didn’t want to have a dorky fangirl moment in front of everyone. It would have to wait until later, when she could do it alone, in a bathroom stall or a dank custodial closet. Charlie had high professional standards.

      The elevator door opened to a small white room with a dome ceiling. The room was empty. 

      Jaime finished a message and slid her phone into her jacket pocket. There was a chime, like an eccentric doorbell, then an electronic voice spoke.

      “Scanning in three… two… one…”

      Smoke and steam hissed out of the ceiling, filling the air. Waves of warmth rolled over Charlie. She felt as if she were in a warm wave pool, but dry. The experience only lasted a few seconds. A hidden fan whirred somewhere and the smoke and steam were sucked out of the room. The electronic voice returned.

      “All clear for entry.”

      A pinprick of light appeared on the wall and traveled in a large circle resembling a bank vault’s door. The circle depressed and swung away from them, revealing an arched hallway that ran so far it shrank into a black dot in the distance. The air carried scents of peppercorn, cinnamon, and mothball-infested attic.

      Charlie wondered whether the labs were really as cavernous as they looked. Did they fill Seattle’s underground and yet no one was aware? How far underground were they, anyway? She wanted to ask, but the impatient look on Jaime’s face convinced her to stay silent. She decided to ask later.

      A woman stepped into the doorway wearing a lab coat that matched the interns’. She had a messy blonde bun on top of her head, orange Crocs on her feet, miniature plastic crocodiles on her earlobes, and a clipboard and pen in her hands. Charlie was startled, recognizing her at once—they’d met on Monday at the coffee shop on the fifth floor. This woman had worked on Sporky, the psychotic vending machine that had terrorized Charlie for two whole days. She smiled and nodded a greeting at Charlie. 

      Charlie’s suspicions kicked into overdrive. She wondered why this engineer in particular was meeting them here. Did their new assignment have something to do with Sporky, or was it just a coincidence?

      She took a deep breath and realized that she’d been jumping to a lot of conclusions today. First, Jaime and her supposed retribution for what had happened earlier in the week, and now Sporky. LIORA had a lot of magic engineering projects, and a large staff, so it was probably random who was greeting them. Besides, Sporky was no more; Charlie, with help from Indigo, Benji, and Troy, had drained the thing completely dry of energy on Monday. She hadn’t heard anything about the machine since. No one would be dumb enough to bring that sadistic stalker back, right? It was a coincidence, Charlie decided, and she needed to relax.

      “Hi, everyone,” the engineer said. “I’m Giza, and I’m here to register your badges, explain the security protocol, and escort you—”

       “Finally,” Jaime said. The executive blew past the wide-eyed engineer and strode down the hall as if she owned the place. 

      Giza glanced back at Jaime, then over to the interns, who all shrugged.

      “Sorry,” Troy said, “Jaime often does this.” 

      “Does she even know where she’s going?” Giza asked. “She’s never been here before.”

      Charlie thought Jaime certainly looked as if she knew where she was going. 

      “I can’t run in these shoes,” Indigo said.

      Benji squatted low enough that Indigo could hop up on his back, then they all ran after Jaime. 

      They ran past storage closets, a luxurious bathroom, and large windows to a couple of dozen labs that were all filled with equipment and magic engineers hard at work. Charlie was burning with curiosity to see what magic tech the engineers worked on, but she was too distracted trying to catch up with Jaime. 

      They passed windows to a strange lab glowing with blue light. Levitating in the center of the room, as if it was in a state of stringent quarantine, was a small, clear box covered in complex sacred geometric symbols. Inside the box was a glowing blue orb that Charlie had seen on Friday and Monday: the article of power. An unknown person—or persons—had stolen it from the portal. Charlie had accused Jaime of being the culprit, but the vice president was completely ignoring it now. She wondered if she’d been wrong about Jaime after all. 

      Seeing the magical orb again, something about it seemed off to Charlie, but it was hard to tell what when she was running by so fast.

      Three people stood inside the lab with the article of power, all wearing full-body protective suits and helmets. As Jaime passed by, the three engineers turned toward the commotion in the hall—

      Charlie immediately recognized her boss, Dr. Leon Docktor. The lifetime-award-winning magic engineer’s eyes widened in shock and locked onto Jaime Murdock like missiles. His expression twisted into fury, and his mouth moved rapidly, barking out something Charlie couldn’t understand, although she could practically feel the spittle of anger that splattered his protective visor. His angry finger and gaze tracked Jaime as she marched past that lab, completely ignoring him and whatever he was doing. 

      The interns and Giza scurried past Dr. Docktor. Charlie, feeling awkward, waved to her boss. Indigo did too, but with a simple twist of her wrist like Miss America riding by on a float. Troy saluted. Benji couldn’t do much without dropping Indigo, so he just made a tiny dip with his knees in a mock bow. Giza shrugged an apology with her sign-in clipboard.

      Jaime stopped at the next room. Its white door automatically slid open before her and she disappeared inside. Charlie and the group scurried after her. 
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      This lab was bigger than the others they’d run past, about fifteen feet long and thirty deep. Large machines lined the back and left walls, all of them whirring and whizzing and clinking, each with hundreds of tiny lights blinking. One of the machines appeared to be smoking. Silver, rectangular boxes had been stacked on top of each other along the right wall. Each box was about the width of a person and stood as high as Charlie’s waist. She guessed that there were around two dozen of them. Something about them seemed oddly familiar, but she couldn’t place it. Whatever it was, it made her uncomfortable.

      At the back of the lab was a door to a small control room, which was also connected to the lab next door, where Dr. Docktor was studying the article of power. The rooms nestled into each other and shared resources. The control room in the back must do double-duty, handling data collection and tests for both labs.

      The engineers in the room turned at Jaime’s arrival, wide-eyed. The one in Jaime’s eyeline skulked off to the side, revealing one of the silver boxes alone in the center of the room. Charlie figured it was their main prototype.

      No one spoke. The engineers looked terrified. Apparently they’d expected the interns. They hadn’t expected Jaime Murdock.

      “I brought reinforcements,” Jaime said, “and I’d like an update on the Lit’l Sporkies project. Are we going to hit the deadline?”

      Charlie blinked. Her left eye twitched. Lit’l Sporkies?

      She stared at the boxes and realized with horror that they could all contain miniature versions of the original vending machine. If that was the project she was supposed to work on, no way!

      Giza stepped forward, gasping for breath after their long jog. “No problem. We’ve just completed a few successful tests with our prototype.”

      As everyone else listened to the report on known bugs and production issues, Charlie tuned out. She was too distracted by looking around the room for Sporky Senior. If they were building smaller versions, they’d want to keep the original on hand for reference. She didn’t see it anywhere, which should have come as a relief. 

      Except she didn’t feel better. That thing was a menace.

      Her attention was brought back to the Lit’l Sporkies update as it was ending.

      “...as a compromise, we cut back on the magical energy supply inside each machine. The downside is that the machines offer smaller portions and a more limited menu—no more extravagant banquets, at least not from a single machine.” Giza gestured at the prototype with her clipboard. “Also, their energy source must recharge after serving around a hundred pounds of consumables. But like the original version, they recharge on their own, thanks to the, um…” Her gaze drifted toward the interns. She cleared her throat. “...the unique energy source we’ve been experimenting with.”

       Under normal circumstances, Charlie would have wondered about the unique energy source, but just then, she was focused on finding where they were hiding Sporky.

      Jaime listened to the report with her arms folded across her chest and an unimpressed expression on her face. She offered no immediate follow-up questions, and the resident magic engineers seemed too frightened by her lack of enthusiasm to offer any additional information.

      “How about a demonstration?” Giza asked.

      “Mm,” Jaime grunted.

      One of the engineers bent behind the box and pressed a button. It gave a cheerful, high-pitched beep. Two stumpy arms made of black rubber plonked out from its sides. One of the arms rose and waved a little red mitten. A small panel near the top of the box slid down, revealing a computer screen that showed two eyes—one winking—and a nose and smiling mouth. The machine then rose a few inches as its four legs deployed. Like the original Sporky, a large rubber ball was set between the legs to move the machine 360 degrees. The stubby legs stabilized it. Despite how rudimentary its mobility may appear, Charlie knew from experience that the little robot could get anywhere on Earth—and beyond. 

      To an innocent bystander, the Lit’l Sporky vending machine looked adorable. Charlie wanted to take a flamethrower to it.

      “Hello!” Its voice was high-pitched and melodic, almost as if it were singing. “I’m Lit’l Sporky! How may I serve you?”

      Everyone stared at Jaime, waiting for a response. She rattled off a slew of menu items.

      “I want a cheeseburger and fries, fish and chips, and macaroni and cheese.”

      The machine winked again. “Would you like to add the Deal of the Day?”

      Charlie, Indigo, Benji, and Troy all shouted at once, “No!”

      The resident engineers gawked at the interns. Jaime raised an eyebrow at Charlie.

      Giza’s laugh was shaky and nervous. “We’ve fixed the issue with the Deal of the Day. There’s no longer a chance of it triggering an attack around non-employees. It’s perfectly safe.”

      Jaime nodded, then gave Charlie an amused glance. Charlie had a feeling that Jaime was actually considering ordering the Deal of the Day just to taunt her. But then Jaime turned away. 

      “No Deal of the Day. Just my order.”

      “Coming right up!” the Lit’l Sporky chirped.

      “I want twenty-four pieces of assorted sushi and a foot-long assorted submarine sandwich,” Jaime added.

      “Easy and delicious!”

      Jaime paused. She studied the machine for a second. “I want beef Wellington with potato puree, glazed root vegetables, and a red wine demi-glace.”

      “You got it, boss!”

      “I want smoked salmon with horseradish cream, lentil pilaf, and chocolate molten lava cake.”

      “That’s my specialty!”

      “I want roasted chicken served with fava beans, fennel, spring onions, and a curry cream sauce.”

      “You have great taste!”

      The machine whirred and buzzed. Smoke and steam gushed out of it, which was how Charlie noticed the circular seam on top of the machine. In mere seconds, the seam opened and the circle raised, carrying up plates of food on circular racks amidst a soft white light. The orders were coming out so fast that all the magic engineers took turns removing plates of food before the next order came out. Charlie thought each order took between sixty and seventy-five seconds to make, depending on the complexity. By the time Jaime was satisfied, she’d ordered nearly thirty dishes, the lab smelled like a mall food court, and Troy was eyeballing a bowl of lobster macaroni and cheese.

      One of the plates began to blink. A few seconds later, the next plate began to blink, too. The engineers ran to the plates, grabbed them off the table, and threw them into a row of bins marked “compost.”

      Giza smiled apologetically. “We were able to fabricate magical plates, cups, and utensils, but they only last for a few minutes before the magic fades. We think we can improve the duration, but we need a little time to test it.”

      “Wow,” Benji whispered.

      Troy nodded his admiration. 

      Jaime clearly didn’t understand nor care how incredibly difficult it was for them to conjure the extra items, let alone have the conjurations last for minutes. Her gaze raked over the selection of dishes piled on top of the lab tables, her displeasure all over her face.

      “It’s all edible, right?” she asked.

      “Yes, absolutely,” Giza said. “We sent samples of the food to the south branch. They ran extensive tests and everything came back as edible and safe.”

      “And delicious!” the Lit’l Sporky chirped.

      Giza nodded. “Yes, the feedback from the focus groups was quite positive about the quality and flavor of the food.”

      Charlie cleared her throat and raised her hand. “I’m just curious—where are you keeping Sporky now?”

      The resident engineers laughed. Jaime didn’t.

      “This is a serious question,” Indigo said. “Is it nearby? Like, within shooting range?”

      One of the engineers in the back perked up. “Sporky’s been retired to the floor beneath this one. It’s where we keep archived projects. It hasn’t been turned back on since what happened on Monday.”

      “And it’s still dead, right?” Benji asked.

      “The last we checked, yes,” Giza said. “Is that okay? Will the Lit’l Sporkies project be a problem for you?”

      Jaime glared at Charlie. Charlie felt as if the room had somehow gotten a little colder. Jaime’s eyes seemed to say If you refuse to work on this project, you will sit in customer support for the rest of the school year and help customers reset their shapecaster passwords.

      Charlie shook her head. “It’s not a problem.”

      “We’re looking forward to it, boss!” Troy said.

      “Yeah,” Indigo added, “as long as these Mini-Me’s aren’t nuts like the original version, we can do it.”

      Jaime’s cold expression didn’t change, she just turned it on the resident engineering team. “Well? Are the Lit’l Sporkies psychotic killing machines?”

      Giza waved her hands defensively. “No, no. The software development team rewrote large chunks of the original software. Also, Sporky Senior didn’t have wireless connectivity. To update its programming, we had to plug it in somewhere—after we caught it, that is.” A nervous laugh bubbled out of her. “But the Lit’l Sporkies are wireless, so if something goes wrong—not that it will—we can remotely update their programs or simply turn them off.”

      “Our customers are the United States Armed Forces,” Jaime said. “What happens if these machines go out into the field and get shot at, or someone breaks one open to see what’s inside? I don’t want anyone getting into our proprietary machinery or the energy source. Have you made any improvements to the Lit’l Sporkies’ survivability?”

      “Their bodies are just like the original version, completely indestructible,” Giza said. “But in case someone manages to open one, they’re all armed with a self-destruct mechanism of sorts: The machine will activate a fire-mage spell—molten star—and burn up inside. We’ve tested it more than fifty times, and the energy source is completely consumed every time, with no proprietary materials left behind.”

      “Fine,” Jaime said. “The interns are here to help you, so put them to work. The Lit’l Sporkies are due for the Department of Defense in three weeks. I want more orders on them, so fix the timing on the conjured plates and keep me apprised of your progress. Meet the deadline. Anything else?”

      The door opened and Dr. Docktor stormed into the room. He was still wearing his protective suit, but his helmet was off. His face was red from anger and exertion, and his short hair stuck up everywhere. His protective suit had a sticker on the chest that read “HELLO! My name is: Dr. Docktor.” He looked as if he were about to give a tour of outer space.

      “Murdock!” he shouted. “We had a truce, dammit! You already got access to the vault. You’re not getting into my labs, too. What are you doing here? You need to ask me first!”

      Jaime turned as he approached. She didn’t seem surprised or fazed by his tirade. She looked as if he’d just asked her for directions to the bathroom.

      “I brought you reinforcements. I emailed you this morning, but you never responded; I assumed it’s because you’re busy. I know you’re short-handed and the Lit’l Sporkies project was slipping behind schedule. The interns have been approved to help with the project. It was a rush decision. I thought I would receive a project update while we were at it.”

      Dr. Docktor’s mouth closed with a snap. His eyes narrowed and darted around the room, as if he was looking for an ambush. “I don’t understand. You’re…” He paused, as if he couldn’t believe his own words. “...helping me?”

      “I’m helping LIORA,” Jaime said. “Aren’t we working toward the same goals? If this project is done well and delivered on time, the Army might order more.” She gestured at the interns as if they were old clothing slated for donation. “Do you want them or not?”

      “Yes, I want them!” Dr. Docktor’s expression returned to one of distrust and confusion. “Uh, th—thank you, Jaime?”

      “It’s fine. How is your research with the article of power? I heard from above that you want to send it back into the portal.”

      “Oh, yes.” Dr. Docktor blinked and then gestured to the thick wall separating the two rooms. He seemed more relaxed. Clearly, Jaime’s olive branch had allowed him to let down his guard. “It’s becoming more and more unstable, to be honest. The physical universe is not its natural environment.”

      Jaime grunted her acknowledgement and turned back to Giza. “All right, finish this product on time. Twenty units, and make sure they aren’t insane.” She checked her watch. “I have a meeting.” She gestured to Troy and pointed to the hallway. “Come talk to me for a minute.”

      Troy looked thrilled to do anything for Jaime. He followed her out while Indigo, Benji, and Charlie were assigned to wipe down the room and dispose of the food bins. As Charlie was scrubbing barbecue sauce off the machines, she couldn’t help taking the occasional sly glance at Troy and Jaime talking in the hall. Jaime looked as she always did: incapable of emotion. On the other hand, Troy looked very unhappy. His typical cheerful expression was completely absent, replaced with a furrowed brow and worried eyes. Charlie didn’t want to be nosy, but she wondered what they were talking about. If Troy still seemed upset later, she’d have to ask him. 

      A few minutes later, Jaime was gone, Dr. Docktor had returned to the adjacent lab, and the interns were working on menial tasks in the connecting control room in the back. Indigo and Troy were helping troubleshoot a degradation issue with the food—if someone ordered multiples of something, the items didn’t come out identical, they were noticeably different in taste and quantity. After the third repeated item, the food had a strange aftertaste, like cough syrup and static. Benji was compiling data, his favorite thing. Charlie was assisting with the rapidly disappearing plates and cutlery, which she found fascinating. 

      After an hour, the team wanted to reboot the Lit’l Sporkies to see if their changes were moving them in the right direction. The resident engineers had done the most complicated parts, then asked Charlie to run the updated program. At her assigned station in the control room, she keyed in the sequence to restart the machines and then pressed Enter.

      The computer squealed. Her screen flashed red, then blue, then went black. A machine to her left made a loud pop and blew sparks everywhere. The control panel on the wall snapped, and the lights went out, shrouding the entire floor in darkness. The only light came from the article of power next door, which was blinking rapidly, flashing its blue light in irregular intervals. Charlie had seen the article of power before, and the way it flashed now was radically different. It reminded her of an SOS signal in Morse code.

      Charlie heard surprised shouts from the adjoining labs. Emergency lights burst into life and their world was flooded in red. An emergency alarm barked over the speakers. Someone was shouting for everyone to grab protective suits and meet in the hallway. 

      The interns looked around for the suit station in the small control room.

      “Over here,” Indigo called. 

      Charlie took a step toward the suit station, then glanced back. 

      The clear box that held the article of power was empty.
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      The entire floor was a flood of activity as lab techs, engineers, and interns alike scrambled into bulky protective suits and helmets. The red emergency light made it seem as if demons were amongst them.

      “What happened?” Indigo had to shout over the blaring alarm. “Charlie, did you break something?”

      “The system malfunctioned.” Charlie zipped up her protective suit and grabbed a helmet. “They told me to reboot the Lit’l Sporkies, but when I did, the whole system failed. That’s when the power blew.” 

      She hated how defensive she sounded, but she couldn’t help feeling responsible for what had happened. Were the Lit’l Sporkies okay? If they were no longer operational, was she going to be in a lot of trouble? Jaime seemed to care only about those machines being finished. And why was the article of power missing? Was it somehow related? Would she be held responsible for that, too?

      She jammed the helmet onto her head. The sirens and commotion in the room dampened. Her heart raced like a thoroughbred in her chest. 

      Benji frowned and fastened his helmet. “That shouldn’t have caused the whole system to fail.” 

      “At least nobody was hurt,” Charlie said.

      Troy sidled up to her and grabbed her sleeve. His mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying. Was he mumbling? How did he expect to be heard through all this commotion and her blocky helmet?

      “What?”

      He leaned so close that his lips were practically on her visor. “I have to tell you something.”

      He sounded upset. The red light splashing over his anguished expression made him look tortured.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Charlie said. “We won’t get kicked out of here.”

      “Define ‘we’,” Indigo said. “You’re the one who blew the power to the whole floor.”

      Charlie bit back a slew of retorts. She was nervous enough. Losing her composure wasn’t going to help. 

      “Troy,” Benji said, “you need a helmet.”

      Troy nodded, but he didn’t go to the closet. He pulled on Charlie’s sleeve again, as if he was trying to pull her away into a private place. Except there was nowhere to go in this tiny room. Charlie was about to comfort him when the alarm finally silenced. Dr. Docktor’s voice boomed through overhead speakers like the disembodied voice of a hyperactive German god.

      “Everyone, please remain calm.”

      Charlie looked at the hallway and saw Dr. Docktor speaking into an intercom on the wall. She hadn’t noticed the intercoms until now. She’d been too focused on catching up to Jaime.

      “I think the article of power imploded,” Dr. Docktor said, “but we need to run diagnostics to confirm. Please put on protective suits and helmets and meet in the—”

      His voice was cut off by the sound of a heavenly harp coming through the speakers. A feminine robotic voice spoke.

      “Hello. I am BABS, LIORA Security AI version 13.3.7. Please stand by while I initialize.”

      Dr. Docktor’s calm demeanor disintegrated. The intercom picked up every word. “What?! I knew Swanson wasn’t reading my emails! You’re not supposed to be installed in my labs!”

      “Is that the new security AI?” Indigo asked. “I heard it wasn’t supposed to be online yet.”

      Dr. Docktor was answered by the heavenly harp and robotic voice. “Someone activated me, Dr. Docktor. Please stand by; I detect an emergency situation in progress. Per LIORA protocol, I will review available information and determine next steps.”

      “Who activated you?”

      “Unknown.”

      “What happened here?”

      “Unknown.”

      “Is the lab contaminated with any dangerous magic?”

      “Unknown.”

      “I see you’re going to be a big help, BABS,” Dr. Docktor said. “We have the situation under control, so you can turn yourself off now.”

      “Negative. Please stand by for analysis.”

      “Let me handle this, stupid computer!”

      “Situation analysis complete.”

      “Really? Did it take this long to determine that an article of power devoured itself?”

      “After reviewing available sensors and security video, I have determined that a valuable magical artifact was removed from a laboratory by an employee of LIORA, Incorporated, which violates policy 329/Q.”

      Dr. Docktor sounded confused. “329/Q. ‘No food or beverages around laboratory workstations except during designated holiday parties’?”

      “That’s 329/R. Policy 329/Q describes the Alpha Class of infractions regarding company theft, proprietary information, and employee endangerment—the highest level of offenses.”

      Theft? Charlie couldn’t help turning toward the lab where the article of power had been kept and studied. After the power went out, she saw the thing in its protective box. How much time had passed before the article went missing? She’d turned her back for two or three minutes at the most. That room looked to be fully equipped with physical and magical protections. There was no way anyone could have stolen the article without setting off the alarms… unless the power had been knocked out.

      “It wasn’t stolen,” Dr. Docktor barked. “I was in that lab the entire time.”

      “Incorrect. According to the sensors still in operation, when the power went out, you remained in the room for thirty-nine-point-six seconds before moving to the clean room. The article of power was removed from its casing two minutes and twenty-six seconds later. A faint trail indicates that it traveled into the adjacent control room, where the signal disappeared. According to the World Science Database of Magical Canon, inanimate objects such as the one stolen from the lab cannot move on their own. Therefore, the logical conclusion is that it was stolen.”

      Benji gasped. Indigo looked as if she wished she had popcorn. Charlie had a bad feeling about where this analysis was headed. 

      “Stolen?” Dr. Docktor was incredulous. “By whom?”

      “The article of power was stolen at 14:37 UTC-7 by employee 24983-423-i, Charlie Temple, magic engineering intern.”

      Charlie felt as if she’d been punched in the gut. She could feel everyone staring at her through the windows. 

      Dr. Docktor’s laugh was maniacal. “You have no proof.”

      “My claims are based on irrefutable logic. After reviewing security footage and available sensor data, I have determined that employee Charlie Temple sabotaged the electrical systems and used the distraction to steal the article of power, which is a violation of several LIORA policies. The article’s unique magic signature disappeared just as the employee finished putting on her protective suit, ending the signal.”

      Charlie took a deep breath and pulled herself together. She wondered, and not for the first time, whether scoring this paid internship at LIORA was such a dream after all. 

      She went to the intercom. With her helmet on, she wasn’t sure whether her voice was loud enough, so she shouted a little.

      “Dr. Docktor, it’s Charlie. I’ve been inside the control room this whole time. I don’t have the article of power.”

      “It’s true,” Benji said. Charlie turned around and noticed that Benji had followed her. He was trying to maneuver his helmeted head close to the intercom and bonked her helmet a couple of times. “She was in here the whole time. We all saw her.”

      “Yeah!” Indigo was suddenly standing on her other side, almost yelling to be heard. “When the lights went out, I saw Charlie still at her station, checking her phone. I think she’s been waiting for a call from that hot guy in the server room, Aiken Locke.”

      Charlie felt her face get hot and immediately released the intercom button. She wasn’t sure whether she could feel any worse.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Indigo asked. “I was corroborating your whereabouts.” 

      Charlie pushed the intercom button again. “I really don’t have the article of power. Someone’s welcome to search me.”

      “Until we know the floor is safe,” Dr. Docktor said, “you can’t remove your suit—safety first! So we’ll take your word for it. Worst case scenario, there’s an old machine down the hall—in the old lab area—that can scan through a protective suit. It was actually the original machine used to detect the portal in the vault. Very old, and quite fascinating. But you would need an escort down there, and it would take time. So, for now, we’ll take your word over that of a moronic AI that isn’t permitted in my labs anyway. Come out to the hall and we’ll take a headcount.”

      “Dr. Docktor,” BABS said, “your rebuttal has been noted. Charlie Temple, remain where you are and prepare for detainment.”

      Detainment? Charlie looked around, wondering how the system was going to detain her. The system didn’t have arms or legs.

      Indigo rolled her eyes and headed for the door. “Let’s go.”

      Something hit the ceiling with a heavy thunk. A loud whirring filled the air. In the adjoining lab, where the article of power had been, a grate in the ceiling fell open. A white disk flew out of the exposed vent and hovered near the ceiling. Charlie thought it looked like a robot vacuum. 

      The disc zipped down toward the control room. A small pass-through window connecting the rooms beeped and opened. The disc flew in and hovered over Charlie’s head. Indigo, Benji, and Troy scattered, getting as far away as possible. Charlie turned to run, but she couldn’t move fast enough in her suit. A beam of soft light shot out of the disc, as if it wanted to abduct Charlie and take her to its alien masters.

      Charlie was mid-step when the light enveloped her. She ran face-first into the light beam and smooshed her face against her visor.

      “A magical stasis field!” Benji exclaimed. “So cool!”

      Charlie and Indigo turned to Benji and expressed their displeasure.

      “Sorry,” Benji said.

      Dr. Docktor’s angry voice was starting to wear out the speakers. Light, scratchy static accompanied his invective. “Release her right now!”

      “Dr. Docktor, I am following standard operating procedure. Don’t worry, detainment only lasts until the security team arrives for questioning and a cavity search.”

      Charlie’s butt cheeks clenched. 

      “I do not want to be you right now,” Indigo said. 

      Charlie studied the stasis machine. It was a small disc with plastic casing and a few flashing lights and buttons. It was roughly the same circumference as her head and about three inches thick. Aside from the levitation or gravitational spell it was employing, it didn’t look incredibly complicated. If it didn’t use a magic cipher, she could use one of her invokes to dismantle it and be freed. She’d used her ability to dismantle machines a few times during her interview last Friday. She was pretty sure it would work here, too. 

      “Ask Dr. Docktor if I can use my invoke to break out of this,” Charlie said. 

      Indigo went to the intercom and pressed the button, interrupting Dr. Docktor’s ongoing argument with BABS. “Dr. Docktor?”

      His voice immediately softened. “Hello! It’s Indigo, right?”

      “Yeah.” She gestured at Charlie. “Charlie can break out of the stasis field with her invoke, but she wants your permission first.”

      Dr. Docktor looked intrigued. “Is it going to destroy the machine?” 

      “No,” Indigo said, “but someone will have to put it back together.”

      The heavenly chime rippled through the air. “Tampering with, disabling, or destroying LIORA security devices is against policy. Violators will be subject to punishment, up to and including termination.”

      Dr. Docktor barked a maniacal laugh. “You have my permission! Record that, BABS!” 

      Charlie raised her hand, fingers splayed. She took a deep breath, focused her energy, and activated her invoke. The magic swelled within her and rushed out of her palm—

      The machine made a series of clicks and let out a long, dying zap! The light of the stasis beam flicked off, and the disc flew apart in a million pieces of plastic, metal, wire, circuits, and screws that rained down around Charlie and sprinkled across the floor.

      An alarm whooped three times, and the warning light changed to orange and blinked furiously.

      The harp sound crackled across the speakers. The security AI barked, “Orange Alert. Orange Alert. Please stand by for escalation of security protocol.” 

      More whirring and buzzing filled the air. The door opened again and another stasis disc flew into the room. Before the field could come down around her, Charlie’s hand was in the air and she had dismantled that device, too. The machine broke apart with a loud pop and a hiss, and its components scattered around her feet.

      The orange light paused, as if BABS was trying to figure out what to do next.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Troy said, breaking his silence. 

      The group ran for the door but found that it wouldn’t open. The alarm sounded again, three times, and the flashing security light became noticeably darker.

      “Mahogany Alert! Mahogany Alert! Commandeering environmental systems and locking all doors to control room 25-B. All employees, please maintain a safe distance and wait for the security team to arrive.”

      “What the heck is a mahogany-level alert?” Benji asked.

      “It sounds made-up,” Troy said.

      Dr. Docktor was back on the intercom. He’d apparently decided that the most productive path forward was to pretend BABS wasn’t terrorizing the interns.

      “All right, everyone else should come out into the hall. We’ll take a headcount and make sure everyone is okay and accounted for. Interns, you need to escape the room somehow—no, no.” He waved his hand at a group of magic engineers who had gone to the lab window and appeared as if they wanted to help the interns escape.

      “Don’t help them,” Dr. Docktor said. “These are skills they’ll need if they want to succeed in this profession. Sometimes our creations backfire on us. Of course, this situation is a little strange, but that still applies. If they have questions, they can ask.” He paused and looked to the side. “How many? Thirty-six employees? And it matches the sign-in log? Great. Let’s try to power on the safety machines and scan the floor for hazardous magic. Look to your lab safety leaders for assignments.”

      The interns looked around the control room for an idea of what to do next. Indigo and Benji looked at Charlie expectantly. Troy just looked depressed.

      “Well,” Indigo said, “come up with a plan, like you usually do.”

      Charlie studied the door leading to the Lit’l Sporkies lab. Under normal circumstances, they could probably dismantle the doors. They’d done something similar before. But with BABS in control of the infrastructure, the doors would be relocked and the codes scrambled faster than the interns could decipher them. That meant there was only one other option: the lab where the article of power had been. The ceiling vent that the stasis machines had flown through was still open. They’d have to climb up to the now-empty levitating container to reach it, then escape through the vent. 

      Unfortunately, the only way into that lab was through the eighteen-inch-square pass-through window, and they were wearing enormous suits and helmets. Getting through the window would be like pushing Winnie-the-Pooh through a rabbit hole.

      “Any objections to going through the article-of-power room?” Charlie asked.

      The other interns followed her gaze upward to the open vent in the middle of the tall ceiling. 

      “That’s your plan?” Indigo asked.

      “Yeah,” Charlie said. “Why do you always demand that I come up with a plan, and then question my plan?”

      Indigo shrugged. “They just sound really bad when you say them. Like something’s going to go wrong.”

      Charlie narrowed her eyes. “Then maybe you should come up with a plan.”

      “I’m more of the supervisor type,” Indigo said.

      “That lab is equipped with very sophisticated protections,” Benji said.

      Even Troy perked up a little bit at that. The group pressed their hands and visors against the windows, peering inside like children window-shopping at a toy store. 

      Indigo pointed at the square tiles in the center of the floor. “I recognize those tiles. They’re pressure-sensitive and will annihilate anything that touches them, physical or magical. Even the slightest breeze will set them off.”

      Charlie already knew. She’d seen them before, in her old job as a crime scene cleaner. They were rare and very expensive. She’d occasionally had to visit the county crime lab, and they had something similar—although not as high-tech. A narrow walkway of dark vinyl surrounded the tiles, allowing engineers to work in the room without getting near the quarantined object levitating in the center. 

      “That’s definitely a concern,” Charlie said, “but I think we can avoid them.”

      “Do you think the levitating box can hold our weight?” Benji asked. “And what kinds of magical protections does it have?”

      Charlie thought back to when she first saw the article missing. “I think whatever protections that box had were turned off when the power blew. As for the weight…” She shrugged. “We’ll have to see when we get there. We don’t currently have another option.”

      They gathered around the pass-through window and opened the first panel, sliding it up into the wall. The space inside was about twelve inches deep, and there was another door on the other side. Benji volunteered to go through first to make sure it was safe. He was tall and slim, so he had no trouble fitting through. 

      Charlie went next and slid her arms through the box. Benji grabbed her hands and started to pull her through—

      The emergency alarm blared and the emergency lights flared an offensive shade of pink. Charlie jerked in panic and banged her knee on the wall. Benji let out a shriek. 

      BABS sounded very angry. “Fuchsia Alert. Fuchsia Alert. Employee Charlie Temple is escaping detainment. Escalating security protocol in three… two… one…”

      Charlie had a bad feeling, and she squirmed faster, trying to pull herself through the window.

      There was a loud thunk. The doors of the pass-through window crashed down on top of Charlie, trapping her in place.
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      Charlie let out a yelp as the doors pinned her down. 

      The flashing pink light stopped, and the heavenly harp attempted to restore calm. “Alert canceled. Please stand by for the security team’s assistance. Your safety is LIORA’s number one priority.”

      “Why is BABS doing this?” Benji asked. “Shouldn’t an AI protect and obey us?”

      “Apparently, BABS only favors the LIORA family,” Charlie said. “I’m clearly not one of them.”

      “BABS said it was escalating protocol,” Troy said. He pulled on Charlie’s leg, as if it could somehow help. “Charlie destroyed the stasis units and escaped the room. I bet it ran out of options in its programmed decision tree and followed a random rule it wasn’t supposed to. That led it to commandeering things other than door locks.”

      “Great,” Indigo said. “What else is it going to commandeer?”

      “Anything is possible now,” Benji said.

      Despite Charlie’s efforts, she couldn’t move, and it felt as if the doors were getting heavier. As if BABS were trying to snap off her legs so she couldn’t disobey anymore.

      “Charlie,” Troy said, “I’m sorry. I think this is my fault.”

      Before she could ask what he meant, her leg started to vibrate. Thinking her circulation was being cut off, Charlie jerked, trying to get free. But the vibrating continued, in familiar intervals. 

      “I think someone’s calling you,” Indigo said.

      Charlie stopped thrashing. When she put on the protective suit, she’d noticed the large zipper pockets on the chest and legs. She’d slid her phone and wallet inside, just in case she needed them. “Can you grab it?”

      She felt the tickling movement of a zipper. 

      “It’s hot Aiken from the server room,” Indigo said.

      “I thought that had fizzled,” Troy said. “I haven’t seen you guys together all week.”

      Someone slid Charlie’s phone into the pass-through window. She grabbed it. 

      “He’s been busy helping out with BABS’s installation,” Indigo said. “They have a date tonight.”

      “A date?” Benji sounded disappointed. “How come I didn’t know about this?”

      Charlie answered the phone and attempted to sound natural, although it was hard with Benji yanking on one of her arms and Indigo and Troy banging on one of the sliding doors with hammers. 

      “Hi, Aiken. What’s up?”

      “Hey.” His deep voice sent butterflies soaring through Charlie’s chest. “Are we still on for tonight?”

      “Yeah,” Charlie said, noting the strange tone in his voice, “unless something came up? We can totally reschedule if you need to.”

      “No, no. I’m looking forward to it. Listen, um, I’m calling because… uh…” His laugh sounded nervous and awkward. “Your employee ID keeps coming up on security alerts. The rescue team has been called back to this branch.” He laughed again, and it sounded as if he were choking. “Are you okay? Is there something I should know?”

      Charlie heard a power drill firing up behind her. Troy and Indigo had apparently decided to try surgery on the pass-through window.

      Charlie’s laugh sounded equally embarrassed. She really wanted to impress Aiken with her brains, charm, and ability to steer clear of bizarre work-related calamities. Since she was currently flailing in a pass-through window like the assistant of the world’s worst magician, she was certain that she was failing at all three. 

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Great, even. Um, well, I mean… Actually, no. Um, maybe?” She yanked her arm out of Benji’s grip. “We’re in the Basement for a temporary assignment.”

      “That’s high profile,” Aiken said.

      “Yeah, it seemed to be a last-minute decision. But we had a big power outage down here, and when the emergency power came on, the security AI was activated.”

      “BABS?” His tone was half incredulous, half furious. “That’s not possible.”

      “Someone should tell BABS that,” Charlie said. “The problem is that the article of power went missing when the lights went out, and BABS thinks I stole it. BABS is trying to detain me.” Charlie couldn’t decide how to explain her situation gracefully, so she opted to let Aiken’s imagination figure it out. “I’m handling it the best way I can.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen how you handle things,” Aiken said. “Let me see if I can kill the software from here. You’d think I could, as the server overlord, but it’s a delicate system that runs on a combination of software, machinery, and magic. Also, it’s Swanson’s magnum opus, and she doesn’t want anyone messing with it except for her.”

      He went quiet for a minute. 

      Her legs were suddenly free. Charlie realized that Troy and Indigo had removed the rear panel. Immediately, BABS was back for another public service announcement. But louder. Angrier.

      “Please be advised that assisting a policy violator is against LIORA’s code of conduct. Violators will be subject to punishment.”

      “The system won’t respond to me,” Aiken said. “I don’t have high enough clearance.”

      “Okay.” Charlie attempted to sound cool and casual, as if everything were under control. Although, in retrospect, this type of situation was becoming pretty normal for her. “Is there anything else you can try?” 

      “I need to find Swanson,” he said. “I’ll call you right back, okay?”

      “Please hurry,” Charlie said.

      “I will.” 

      He hung up. Charlie passed her phone behind her and someone slid it back into her pocket.

      Benji, Indigo, and Troy clearly weren’t concerned about the system's punishment. Benji grabbed Charlie’s arm and started pulling again, and Troy and Indigo were shoving her from behind.

      “Hang on a second—”

      The second door came loose. Charlie flew through the chute and barreled into Benji. He let out a pained “Oof!” and stumbled toward the pressure tiles. 

      Charlie’s feet snagged on one of the doors, stopping her flight. She grabbed Benji’s suit with both fists, snagging him before he went down. He rested at a precarious angle. His feet were at the edge of the tiles. If Charlie let go, he was going to be incinerated.

      “Pull me back!” Charlie shouted to Troy and Indigo.

      They pulled her back by the ankles, rescuing Benji from disaster. Benji stabilized himself, and Charlie pulled herself through the chute. Indigo climbed through next. Troy was right behind her.

      The alarm sounded again, three times, and the pink light was back. 

      “Fuchsia Alert has been reinstated. Employee Charlie Temple has escaped detainment through the aid of employees Troy Overstreet, Indigo Poisson, and Benji Gaines. Their violation has been noted and they are detained inside laboratory 24-A. All employees are advised to stay clear of this area.”

      Indigo humphed. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Charlie turned around. The air was so heavy with raw magic that she could feel her suit sticking to her like a sweaty shirt. The room was relatively empty, aside from the machines that lined the walls. Strange nozzles made of metal and plastic protruded from the ceiling. The empty box hovered high up in the center of the room, held in place by powerful wards. The vent was within reach of the box, if they could stand on it. They just needed to figure out a way up. 

      Benji pointed at the box. “The magic is probably sturdy enough to hold our weight, but only for a couple of us at a time.”

      “But how do we get up?” Indigo asked. “It’s high.”

      “Hang on,” Troy said, “what’s this?”

      He unfolded a ladder that ran all the way up the wall. He pressed a nearby button and a beam lowered from the ceiling. Unless Charlie missed her guess, it was a plank that allowed someone to walk to the box. 

      Charlie had a weird feeling about this setup. When she ran past earlier, something was different.

      “Is it just me,” she said, “or is that box higher than it was earlier?”

      “Higher than when we first crawled in here?” Benji asked.

      “No, higher than when we first came down the hall and waved at Dr. Docktor,” she said. “I remember the box being lower. Wasn’t it equidistant from the floor and ceiling? Now it’s within reach of the ceiling vent.”

      They gathered around the ladder. Benji climbed up first. As soon as Charlie put her hand on a rung, BABS barked out another warning.

      “Stay where you are. Tampering with laboratory equipment is a violation of LIORA policy. Violators will be punished.”

      “BABS is kind of obsessed with you,” Indigo said.

      Benji was on the plank, almost to the box. Charlie ignored BABS’s warning and climbed up after him. She didn’t imagine the punishment would get any worse.

      Once she made it to the plank, the ceiling started to rumble, as if something was revving up. Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked around. 

      A large white nozzle lowered from the ceiling and pointed in their direction. 

      Charlie had seen something like this in her previous job. It was part of a sophisticated fire suppression system; instead of spraying water, it distributed a foamy fire retardant. 

      As the nozzle turned in Benji’s direction, his eyes widened. 

      “Benji,” Charlie shouted, “hold onto something!”

      “I don’t think it would—oof!”

      He didn’t have time to finish his sentence before a thick stream of white foam shot from the hose and pelted him in the chest. He fell backward onto his butt, his arms scrabbling to catch the edge of the plank, and he nearly tumbled off the side. Foam sprayed and splattered everywhere, which activated the floor tiles, flooding the room with light and searing heat. The foam sizzled and burned and evaporated.

      Charlie rushed to help Benji, scooting across the narrow plank as quickly as she dared. The nozzle swung in her direction. 

      “Look out!” Troy shouted.

      Charlie dropped flat to her belly and wrapped her arms and legs around the plank like an overeager octopus. A heavy stream of foam streaked through the air where Charlie had just stood. 

      Charlie wriggled across the plank as fast as she could without letting go. The nozzle readjusted with a whirring sound. A barrage of foam hit Charlie from the side. When she didn’t fall, the stream intensified. Foam splattered down off her body, triggering the floor tiles again. The room was starting to smell like chemicals and burnt hair. 

      Indigo reached the top of the ladder. The nozzle swung in her direction. She pointed an angry finger at it. “Don’t even think about it.”

      The nozzle hesitated, then swung away. Troy, who was coming up the ladder, became the new target, and he received a double dose. He slid down the ladder and collapsed onto the floor in a heap of foam. 

      “What are you doing?” Indigo shouted down at Troy. “Hurry up! We have to get out of here.”

      Charlie finally made it to the box. There was barely enough room for her and Benji; their combined weight made the box bounce a little, but it held. 

      The alarm rang out again, and the emergency lights were now a darker color with a purple tint. It was getting very hard to see.

      “Boysenberry Alert. Boysenberry Alert. Escape in progress.” 

      “What’s up with these weird alert colors?” Indigo asked, while easing herself onto the plank.

      “I think BABS might be inventing them,” Troy said, “in the same way that it’s getting creative with the escalating security protocol.” 

      Troy was immediately blasted with more foam and slid back down to the floor. Every surface was precarious. Benji almost fell twice more. 

      Then the nozzle turned back toward Charlie. Benji knelt beneath the open vent to give her a boost. She put her foot in his clasped hands. 

      “Hurry,” he shouted.

      But the blast of foam never came. The nozzle let out an angry whine, and a thin trickle of foam ran from the end of the nozzle and dripped onto the floor tiles, where it was incinerated instantly. 

      It was empty. A second nozzle, farther away in the back of the room, lowered from the ceiling. 

      Charlie climbed through the vent. “Troy, hurry!”

      Benji lifted Indigo. Charlie helped her inside. Together, Charlie and Indigo helped Benji in. 

      Troy had finally made it to the top of the ladder and started to shimmy across the plank with his arms and legs wrapped around the metal plank. He was showered with BABS’s angry blessing the entire way.

      He nearly slid off the levitating box, but Charlie and Benji caught his suit before he sailed over the edge. Together, they hauled him up. The group sat side-by-side in the ventilation duct for a minute, gasping for breath. Foam dripped from their suits and pooled around them. Almost everyone was a mess.

      “How did you avoid getting hit?” Benji asked Indigo. 

      “I’m like a ninja,” Indigo said. “You’ve gotta duck and weave more.” 

      The duct ran in three directions, and each direction splintered even more. The first path seemed to lead to the Basement entrance, the second to the hall where Dr. Docktor and the employees were gathered, and the third back to the control room and Lit’l Sporkies labs. 

      The obvious choice was to go to Dr. Docktor, but Charlie couldn’t stop thinking about the path leading back to the control room. She wondered how the motion sensors in the Basement worked. If someone had stolen the article of power and crawled through the duct over the control room, could the system have mistaken Charlie for the thief? Maybe the thief did that deliberately. She had to know. She maneuvered around in the duct, crawling in the wrong direction.

      “Where are you going?” Indigo asked. 

      “Following a hunch,” Charlie said. 

      Indigo, Troy, and Benji turned around and followed her back to the control room.
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      Charlie shuffled through the duct on her hands and knees, leading the charge in the wrong direction. It only took a few minutes to reach the control room where the calamity had begun. When Charlie peered over the edge, she could see the protective suit closet directly below. 

      BABS’s harsh verdict repeated in her mind: The article’s unique magic signature disappeared just as the employee finished putting on her protective suit, ending the signal.

      Had the real thief crawled through this duct and timed their actions, cloaking the article of power when Charlie put on her suit? If so, had they singled out Charlie, or had they chosen her at random? Her gut said she was intentionally targeted. Or was she imagining things, and this situation was just one uncanny coincidence after another?

      Either way, Charlie knew she’d need concrete proof to exonerate herself from BABS’s deranged accusations.

      The duct continued past the control room. Charlie climbed over the vent and kept going.

      “How much farther?” Indigo asked.

      Charlie wasn’t sure. She didn’t even know what she was looking for.

      The duct took them past the Lit’l Sporkies lab. Other passageways broke off in various directions, but she kept pressing ahead. A minute later, she heard Benji’s excited shout. 

      “Check this out!”

      Charlie and Indigo backtracked. They found Benji and Troy down a side passage, prying at something with their fingers. As Charlie and Indigo got closer, it was obvious what had caught the boys’ attention: someone had cut a misshapen hole in the duct. It was about the size of a beach ball—or, as Charlie thought, large enough to fit a person wearing a bulky protective suit and bulbous helmet. Whatever tool they’d used had left a rough, jagged edge. Once the interns wrestled up the flap, they found the top of a black metal shelving unit lying a couple of inches beneath, blocking access into the room below.

      “We found this, too,” Benji said, holding up a grabber tool.

      Charlie took it. The tool extended about thirty-four inches and had a trigger to close the jaws at the end. Platonic symbols were etched into the metal jaws, but whatever it had grabbed had destroyed the enchantment and warped the tool. It was used to steal the article of power. Charlie was sure of it.

      “Someone dumped that grabber here before climbing down?” Indigo asked.

      “Yep.” Troy scooted up to the hole in the duct, put his foot on the shelf, and pushed. It rocked to the side but wouldn’t go down.

      Charlie and Benji scooted up to the hole and added their muscle, too. 

      “On the count of three,” Benji said.

      They rocked the shelf to the side, then back, then to the side again. It finally toppled over with a loud crash.

      Below was a tiny room. The flashing Boysenberry Alert light made things difficult to see, but they could make out the metal rack they’d knocked down, and the cleaning supplies, paper towels, and toilet paper it had scattered on the floor. The room was a supply closet. 

      “Someone used those shelves to hide this hole,” Charlie said.

      “We have to tell Dr. Docktor about this,” Troy said.

      Indigo looked frustrated. “What exactly are we going to say? We don’t have proof beyond the grabber tool. The theft is just a theory. All we really know is that the article of power is gone and we don’t have it. It could have popped back to its home dimension.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Benji said. “We can’t let Charlie take the fall for something she didn’t do.”

      “As soon as we can get the sensors back online and we can remove these suits, someone can search her,” Troy said, looking around the room. He seemed distracted. “It’s going to be fine.”

      But Charlie shook her head. “I’ve been out of their view for the past ten minutes, crawling around in a duct. I could have stashed the article of power somewhere.”

      Indigo opened her mouth to say something, then obviously changed her mind, because she frowned and looked away.

      “Wait!” Benji said. “Didn’t Dr. Docktor say he has the original machine that detected the LIORA portal? A machine so precisely attuned to the magical universe would be powerful enough to detect residual portal radiation, even if the irradiated item is in a powerful casing. It could tell us where the article went and where it is now.”

      “Then BABS would stop trying to trap us,” Indigo said.

      “What about the thief?” Troy asked.

      “The thief isn’t our problem,” Charlie said. 

      Sure, she was angry and wanted answers, but the immediate issue was to clear her name and get BABS to stop pursuing her. She could deal with the thief later.

      “But we don’t know where the machine is,” Troy said. He looked oddly conflicted about what to do next, which left everyone staring at him as if he had a booger on his nose. “Dr. Docktor said we’d need to be accompanied if we wanted to see it.”

      “So let’s ask him,” Charlie said.

      “Yeah,” Indigo said, folding her arms across her chest. Her eyes narrowed at Troy. “Why do you sound like you don’t want help Charlie?”

      “Of course I want to help Charlie,” Troy said. “This situation sucks.”

      “It’s agreed then,” Benji said. “Let’s tell Dr. Docktor what we found, then we can use the machine to clear Charlie of the theft. The security team can deal with the thief and get the article back.”

      They left the supply closet and joined Dr. Docktor and the employees who were conducting safety tests. Charlie couldn’t help noticing that all of the seasoned engineers had thought to wear their shapecasters outside of their suits. Charlie felt a little silly that she hadn’t thought of it and was still wearing hers under her suit, which the magic couldn’t penetrate. Her shapecaster probably would have been helpful earlier.

      When they arrived, Dr. Docktor pumped a triumphant fist in the air. “I knew you could do it! We had a little trouble getting the sensors online, but we’ve got them running now. Now that you’re here and everyone is accounted for, we can activate the purifiers and finish the safety check—”

      The heavenly chime crackled through the speakers, twice as loud as previous chimes. 

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” Dr. Docktor said, throwing up his hands in exasperation.

      “Attention all laboratory employees: Boysenberry Alert is still active. Please exercise caution and distance yourselves from the policy violators. All employees must retreat to the available laboratories for safety.”

      A handful of laboratories lit up with a flashing yellow light that alternated with the purple emergency light. It was dizzying.

      “No!” Dr. Docktor shouted. “Now that everyone is accounted for, we’re moving to the safety area to run diagnostics and make sure the lab is safe. Someone go prep the system before this deranged AI does something drastic—Hey, you! Wait! Yes, you. Wait a minute.”

      Everyone turned and saw an employee walking quickly down the hall, away from the group. They had clearly heard Dr. Docktor’s voice, and they stopped, but they didn’t turn around. 

      “You’re going the wrong way,” Dr. Docktor said. He pointed over his shoulder, in the direction of the lab’s entrance. “The safety room is the other way. Please stay with the group, or protocol prohibits us from running the purifiers.”

      The employee turned around slowly and started walking back. Charlie couldn’t tell who it was. Their visor had a reflective strip over it. 

      BABS started barking over the intercoms again, this time not even pausing to annoy everyone with the misleading harp.

      “Dr. Docktor, for employee safety, detain Charlie Temple and the accompanying policy violators, and retreat to the designated safe zones.”

      “Quiet, you!” Dr. Docktor snapped. 

      The garish warning lights continued to strobe, but BABS fell silent.

      Charlie breathed a sigh of relief. For the first time since they’d entered the Basement, Troy smiled.

      “Finally!” Dr. Docktor said. “Whoever’s at the purification station, hit the—”

      The flashing emergency lights changed to blood red, and the heavenly chime thundered through the speakers. Even with her helmet on, it was so loud that Charlie’s ears rang. A few people screamed and tried clapping their hands over their ears.

      “Attention laboratory employees: Escalating to Incarnadine Alert. I repeat, escalating to Incarnadine Alert. I am commandeering all remaining laboratory assets for your safety. You will retreat to the designated safe spaces noted in the emergency plan.”

      Dr. Docktor looked terrified. “Keep your dirty programming away from my engineering creations! Don’t touch my babies!” 

      “Give me Charlie Temple!” BABS’s voice thundered through every speaker on the floor, echoing in every direction.

      Dr. Docktor turned to Charlie, looking apologetic. “Charlie…”

      “Dr. Docktor,” Charlie said, “we have evidence that someone else stole the article and framed me.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Really?”

      Benji held up the grabber tool. Charlie was about to explain, but a commotion in the Lit’l Sporkies lab drew their attention. The twenty metal boxes that were stacked against the wall lit up, all together. Their digital eyes winked and their programmed smiles were full of mischief. Forty red rubber mittens extended, waved, and began clasping the hands of the machines around them, working like an ant colony to lower their brethren to the ground. An overlapping chorus of “Hello! I’m Lit’l Sporky, by LIORA!” became a cacophony. 

      Charlie felt déjà vu.

      “Uh oh,” Troy said.

      “Not this again,” Indigo complained.

      The lab door slid open. A group of Lit’l Sporkies rolled out. They winked simultaneously, and then their eyes turned red.

      The first Lit'l Sporky saw a stationary employee and said, “Hello, LIORA employee! Come with me to safety!”

      The lab tech gave a nervous laugh and patted the Lit’l Sporky on its head.

      The machine shot its arms out from its body, tripling their length, and lassoed two employees’ legs, then yanked its arms back, knocking the employees to the floor. 

      The hallway dissolved into panicked anarchy. Shrieks, screams, and creative cursing filled the air. Some people were attempting to help, and others were fleeing. As Lit’l Sporkies dragged employees into BABS’s designated labs, more Lit'l Sporkies poured into the hall. One of them came straight for the interns.

      “Hello, Charlie,” the Lit’l Sporky said, with a cheerful wink. Its computerized smirk slid to the opposite side of its mouth. “I’m here to detain you. Detainment is fun with LIORA!”

      “Nope,” Charlie said. “No way. If we’re all detained, we’ll never find the thief. They’ll get away with it, and I’ll take the blame!”

      “Run!” Troy shouted.

      The way back to the elevator was filled with Lit’l Sporkies and embattled employees. The only other route led deeper into the labs. Indigo hopped onto Benji’s back and they took off running down the hall with no idea where they were going. 

      A handful of employees were fleeing in the same direction, with two Lit’l Sporkies in pursuit, waving their arms like whips and lassos, shouting encouragement about being detained and entrusting your well-being to LIORA. One of the machines had already apprehended an engineer, with one unnaturally long appendage spiraled around the bedraggled employee’s legs and the other flailing toward an employee running not far ahead. The first engineer bounced around the floor and took out two more employees who were running for freedom.

      Charlie also saw the employee with the reflective strip over their helmet visor. They were stopped at the door to an emergency stairwell just ahead, and they had a thin metal instrument jammed into the door seam, as if they were going to pry the door open. Hope surged through Charlie as she veered toward the door.

      Unfortunately, the employee wasn’t paying close enough attention, and a Lit’l Sporky swiped their legs out from under them. Charlie glanced back and saw a half dozen Lit'l Sporkies whirring and whizzing down the hall after them, with their black accordion arms extended fully, flailing and slapping the walls, ceiling, and floors as they tried to wrap themselves around the group. All the while, they squawked out cheerful offers of desserts, snacks, beverages, and, for some weird reason, unlimited free popcorn, as if that would change anyone’s mind.

      The speakers crackled with static. Charlie figured they were old and didn’t get much use.

      “Attention Charlie Temple, Troy Overstreet, and Benji Gaines: Stop where you are. Do not resist arrest.”

      Charlie stumbled. BABS didn’t mention Indigo! Did the Lit’l Sporkies capture her?

      She glanced back over her shoulder and saw Indigo riding comfortably on Benji’s back, telling him to go faster.

      “Why didn’t BABS call out Indigo?” Troy asked, already panting.

      Charlie agreed that it was weird, however… 

      “Maybe because Indigo isn’t running? It probably thinks she’s being abducted by Benji.”

      “I can’t run in these heels,” Indigo said. “You guys know that.”

      “You’re wearing your heels inside a protective suit?” Troy asked, incredulous. “Why didn’t you take them off?”

      “That’s what you’re surprised about?” Charlie said. “Indigo, after everything we’ve been through in the last week, why are you still wearing heels to this damned job?”

      Indigo frowned. “I can’t just be good. I also have to look good. You wouldn’t understand.”

      Charlie snorted. “You’re wearing a bulky suit and helmet and getting a piggyback ride from a coworker. How do you think you look right now?”

      “Like a boss,” Indigo said.

      Charlie couldn’t refute that.

      The decor in the hallway changed abruptly, as if they’d stepped over the imaginary line where Jaime Murdock’s slim redecorating budget had dried up. The walls had faded to a dull gray and were in need of a fresh coat of paint, and the floor was striped linoleum in burnt orange and avocado, two colors that had gone out of fashion decades ago. The labs they passed contained older equipment, layered in dust, clearly from a different era. But they saw nothing that looked as if it could detect a portal to other dimensions.

      The Lit’l Sporkies seemed to be getting closer. They weren’t faster than the interns, but they were indefatigable machines that wouldn’t stop until they had what they wanted. Charlie felt exhausted. Her legs were starting to burn, and she was breathing hard—and Troy and Benji weren’t doing much better. They couldn’t keep running, unlike the Lit’l Sporkies. Charlie figured the interns only had another minute or two before they were caught.

      The hallway suddenly made a left turn, then a right. It ended twenty feet ahead. Panicked, Charlie looked around for a hidden door or a hallway she might have missed—but there was nothing. She wanted to find whoever built this stupid basement and kick them.

      “Why are we always running into dead ends?” Indigo complained.

      They reached the end and collapsed against the wall, panting. Benji set Indigo down. The voices of the Lit’l Sporkies were getting louder as they neared.

      “There are more of them,” Benji whispered. He looked around for a hiding spot, but there was nowhere to go. They were trapped. 

      “They must have jailed everyone else,” Indigo said. “Now all twenty of those machines are coming for us.”

      Troy slid his back down the wall and tried to shrink into the corner—

      They heard a click. Troy jumped away from the wall as if he’d been electrocuted. Complex Platonic symbols flashed on the two side walls, their patterns reminiscent of snowflakes. Each symbol pulsed twice, once in red, then in green, then disappeared. In their places, hidden doors swung open, revealing identical hallways, one on the left and one on the right. The decor inside was even older: plush burgundy carpet in a paisley pattern, gilded wallpaper, and a dark wooden chair rail. It looked like an old smoking lounge—not at all like a laboratory. 

      BABS’s minions charged around the corner with their arms waving like wacky wailing inflatable arm-flailing tube men.

      “Let’s go!” Charlie shouted. 

      She sprinted through the nearest door, which was next to Troy. Troy didn’t hesitate and followed her.

      Benji and Indigo ran through the other.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlie sprinted down the hall with her heart pounding in her ears. Troy was so close behind her that she could hear his heavy gasps for breath.

      But she didn’t hear Indigo or Benji. Concerned, she glanced back over her shoulder—

      They were nowhere to be found. The Lit’l Sporkies were gone, too. She and Troy were alone.

      They came to an abrupt halt in the hallway. Troy leaned against the wall, panting. Charlie placed her hands on her knees and tried to slow her racing heart. The chattering and chirping of BABS’s minions echoed through the halls—some sounded far away, and others seemed just around the corner. They didn’t hear their lost teammates.

      “Did they get caught?” Troy asked. 

      “We should go back and look,” Charlie said. 

      “But what about the Lit’l Sporkies?”

      It was a legitimate concern, for sure, but Charlie didn’t want her teammates left behind. If they’d been captured, Charlie and Troy would have to figure something out.

      “We’ll just have to be careful,” Charlie said. She looked around and listened for another second.

      “Charlie, I need to tell you something.”

      She frowned at the somber, almost fearful tone of Troy’s voice.

      “Can it wait?” Charlie asked, her voice low. “We have to find Indigo and Benji, and we should keep as quiet as possible so we don’t alert the Lit’l Sporkies to our location.”

      Troy stared at the carpet for a moment before nodding in agreement. 

      They crept back down the hall, retracing their steps. The hallways were a maze of twisty little passages, all alike. They twisted and turned and seemed to double back, although it was hard to tell because the decor all looked the same. There was no art, no furniture, just the same dark carpet and gilded walls, only broken up by the occasional dark wooden door. They tried a few of the doors, but they were all locked. 

      Charlie started to feel as if something was wrong. The journey back seemed four times as long. 

      “What’s going on with this stupid hallway?” Charlie asked. “It’s like finding the front door to the LIORA building. Are we in some kind of…”

      As soon as the words left her mouth, she realized what was happening and gasped. Troy’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “A magical maze!” they chorused.

      No wonder Dr. Docktor said they’d need an escort to reach the machine. They didn’t need supervision, per se—they needed a guide. The machine they sought was likely somewhere in the maze. They just had to find it. 

      “This is old school!” Troy said, slowly spinning around, taking it all in. “You’ll read more about these if you take courses on magical security systems. They were only used until around the turn of the twentieth century, when shapecasters allowed combat mages to overpower maze arrays.”

      None of the interns were combat mages, so overpowering the maze with brute magical force was out of the question, but learning that it was generated by a magical array was interesting to Charlie. She knew a little bit about arrays. The interns had even drawn one on Monday. Maybe they could reverse engineer it and find the machine they were after. 

      “Do you have your shapecaster?” Charlie asked. 

      Troy blushed. “On my wrist, inside my protective suit.”

      “Yeah, me too,” she said. “If we had a shapecaster, we could probably figure out a way to reverse engineer—”

      “Employees! We found you!”

      Charlie and Troy whirled around. Two Lit’l Sporkies had rolled into the hallway behind them. They sank into the old carpet a little, slowing them down, which likely explained how Charlie and Troy had been able to outrun them. Their enormous accordion arms wove through the air slowly, like underwater flora. Their red rubber mittens scraped the walls like nails on a chalkboard.

      “Presenting: Detention, by LIORA!” the second Lit’l Sporky said. “LIORA makes compliance fun.”

      “Run!” Troy shouted, but Charlie was already sprinting away. 

      The Lit’l Sporkies’ excitement seemed to be drawing more machines, and the cacophony behind them was getting louder. After their eighth random turn, Charlie heard Indigo’s voice from somewhere off to their right. 

      “Indigo?” Charlie shouted.

      “Charlie?” Indigo shouted back. 

      “Indigo! Where are you?”

      “Benji?” Troy shouted.

      “I’m here!”

      Excited, they all started shouting for each other, playing the worst game of Marco Polo ever devised.

      “We’re in a magical maze!” Benji shouted.

      “We know!”

      Charlie thought Benji and Indigo sounded close—maybe a couple of hallways away.

      “LIORA employees!” The Lit’l Sporkies spoke as one, amplifying the sound. “Never fear, we’re here… to serve up piping hot justice!”

      Lit’l Sporkies appeared at opposite ends of the hall. Charlie ducked into a side hall. Troy panicked and went down another. By the time they realized their mistake, the Lit’l Sporkies had caught up and blocked them from regrouping. 

      “I’ll find you!” Troy shouted, and dashed away.

      Charlie ran toward Benji’s and Indigo’s voices, weaving left and right through the halls. But when she finally found Benji, he was alone. 

      “Where’s Indigo?” she asked.

      “I don’t know! I lost her!” He looked panicked. He was clumsy and lacked practical skills, but he was also a walking encyclopedia on magic engineering. 

      “We’ll find her,” Charlie said. “First, what do we know about maze arrays?”

      “What?” He looked baffled. His eyes narrowed, as if Charlie had interrupted his running program with a completely unrelated question.

      “Maze arrays,” Charlie repeated. “Like the one generating this maze. What do we know about them?”

      His gaze wandered around nervously as they jogged through the hallways. He was clearly more focused on following Indigo’s and Troy’s voices as he recited information. “They’re complex magic circles that require absolute mathematical precision. Multiple powerful mages would be required to activate the circle for a maze of this caliber,” he said. “People have died from dehydration while lost inside a magical maze.”

      That last part wasn’t the best news, but Charlie wasn’t surprised. She just needed to make sure it didn’t happen to them.

      “Any other functions—”

      Charlie’s thought was cut off as they turned a corner and found three Lit’l Sporkies moving in circles in the middle of the hallway. Their arms had gotten tangled up in each other and they were having a hard time getting unstuck.

      “Howdy, LIORA interns!”

      “Can I interest you in the Detention of the Day?”

      “CHARLIE TEMPLE, STOP AND COME QUIETLY!”

      The Lit’l Sporkies charged as one. Benji and Charlie panicked and ran in opposite directions. Charlie started to double back after Benji, but it was too late; the tangled Lit’l Sporkies cut her off. 

      “Not again,” Charlie complained.

      “I’ll circle around!” Benji shouted.

      Benji had proven his sense of direction to be so bad that she’d probably have to find him later. She ran through the hall, having no choice but to shout for her companions, despite it helping the Lit’l Sporkies locate her more easily, too.

      She turned a corner and found Troy, now with Indigo on his back. A Lit’l Sporky was chasing them. Troy looked like an exhausted packhorse, which made Charlie even more aware of her own labored breaths and the sweat rolling down her back. They made two lefts and heard the tangled Lit’l Sporkies collide into another one, hopefully tangling it as well.

      “Quickly,” Charlie said, panting. “The purpose of a magical maze is to confuse people and stop them from finding what’s hidden at the center, right?”

      “Duh,” Indigo said.

      “But does it do anything else?” Charlie asked. “Any other effects or security measures?”

      “Security measures? Sure,” Troy said. He slowed to a bedraggled walk, but the topic seemed to inspire him. “All magical mazes reconfigure themselves to confuse people caught inside, but a really good array can even influence decisions on which way to turn. If you get close to the correct door, or threaten the integrity of the circle, it can make you feel like turning away from it. Kind of neat, really.”

      “Away from it,” she clarified, “as in the opposite way?”

      “Exactly,” Troy said. “It’s one of the reasons magical mazes stopped being used. People started to figure out that they could just go the opposite of the way they felt strongly about.”

      Charlie couldn’t help feeling excited. A smile spread over her face. 

      “You want to ping the array?” Indigo asked. A magical ping is the act of channeling your base Platonic magic toward an object, which can disrupt or even purge its magic. It wouldn’t stop a magic circle, but it would let the circle’s defense system react. “That’s not a bad idea.”

      “And whichever direction we feel like running would be away from the circle,” Troy said. “Unfortunately, our protective suits will prevent us from feeling anything.”

      “That’s okay. We’re going to use our demented little robot friends to direct us,” Charlie said.

      Troy looked excited. Indigo didn’t. 

      “How are we going to cast anything? My shapecaster is inside my suit,” Indigo said, waving her right arm.

      The same was true for Charlie and Troy, but Charlie had a feeling that Benji had been much more prepared. Book-smart people are always prepared. The question was whether Benji’s aptitude for bad luck would interfere. They’d have to cross their fingers and toes.

      Charlie turned around and started yelling at the top of her lungs. “Benji! Benji, where are you?”

      She kept shouting until Benji’s voice floated back at them through the halls. 

      “I’m over here!”

      “Do you have your shapecaster?” she shouted.

      “Yes, in my pocket.”

      Charlie would have done a celebratory jump if her legs hadn’t felt so wobbly from exhaustion.

      “Ping the array!” Charlie said.

      “What?”

      “Ping it with your base magic!”

      “That’s not advisable until we know the area is clear of hazardous magics…” 

      As he spoke, more Lit’l Sporkies appeared at both ends of the hall. The trio started for a side hall on the right, but three more Lit’l Sporkies filled that hallway, too. All of their exits were cut off. 

      “We could have a negative reaction and—”

      Indigo cut him off. “Right now, Benji! We’re in trouble!”

      Benji stopped talking. Seconds later, the air crackled around them like static. Charlie’s suit suddenly clung to her as if she were being shrink-wrapped. 

      The Lit’l Sporkies froze for a half second, all pausing at the same time. They were glitching. Two Lit’l Sporkies turned around and went left. The other Lit’l Sporky rolled past Charlie, Troy, and Indigo, completely ignoring the trio, and turned left as well.

      The effect lasted about ten seconds, and then the Lit’l Sporkies came to their senses and charged the interns again.

      Charlie grabbed Troy and Indigo and headed right. Unfortunately, the hallways had more twists and turns. Before long, Charlie felt lost. 

      “Are we going in circles?” Indigo asked.

      “Benji!” Charlie shouted. “Ping it again!” 

      The Lit’l Sporkies turned this way and that, and Charlie, Troy, and Indigo continued navigating in the opposite direction. A few minutes later, they found Benji. Benji continued to ping the magic circle until they kept ending up in the same place, facing a blank wall covered in extra-dusty brocade.

      “Now what?” Benji asked.

      “Now we try to pop the illusion,” Troy said.

      They faced the blank wall and pressed their hands on it. The wall began to billow and swell like a bubble, swirling and growing until it covered nearly the entire wall. The bubble popped and a wooden door appeared in its place, bearing a small golden plaque that read Hachton-Escher Machine. The interns rushed inside and slammed the door shut, then pushed against it in case the Lit’l Sporkies tried coming inside, too. The hallway was a crescendo of mechanical voices and scraping limbs, but then became silent as the voices faded away. 

      Troy set down Indigo and they all turned around.

      The room was the size of a small ballroom. The walls were covered in the same old brocade they’d seen outside, and the floor was dark wooden planks. The ceiling was draped in maroon tapestry, and an old crystal chandelier hung off-center. As Charlie moved, the boundaries of the room seemed to shift and bend slightly, distorting the size. Whether it was an effect of the maze array or some other space-manipulation magic, Charlie wasn’t sure.

      The room was empty except for a van-sized machine in the center. A complicated magic circle was painted in glossy white on the floor beneath it. Since paint barely conducts magic, and paintbrushes aren’t ideal tools for drawing mathematically crisp lines, Charlie figured the actual array had been drawn first, and the paint was added over the top to seal the geometry into place. 

      They approached the Hachton-Escher machine. Given its crude shape, the number of gears and pipes, and the mixture of leather and rubber belts, Charlie guessed it was at least two hundred years old. It was covered in a sheet of dust, so it hadn’t been used in a long while. It had a small control panel with glass buttons, metal levers, a few dials, and what appeared to be a slot for a paper readout. Next to the machine was a small rolling cart with a modern contraption that was hooked up to the older machine with a series of wires and clamps that looked like jumper cables. A modern converter for an ancient computer, perhaps? A tablet was connected to the modern contraption.

      “Wow,” Benji breathed. “This must be it. It’s very…” He glanced around the room, as if double-checking that they were alone before sharing a secret. “You know, portal-touched aren’t supposed to talk about our history and the things that happened before we came to Earth. We had a machine that was very similar—smaller, though. The size of a backpack. It’s what helped us navigate the interdimensional portals and find Earth.”

      “How do we turn it on?” Indigo asked, grabbing the nearby tablet. 

      “Wait!” Benji exclaimed.

      But Indigo was already tapping away at the screen. The Hachton-Escher machine whirred to life. Gears turned and belts spun. Steam gushed from various spouts, filling the air with years of collected sediment. Charlie was glad for the protective suit.

      “Did you even look for a technical manual?” Benji asked.

      “We’re in a hurry,” Indigo said, still focused on the tablet. “If someone stole the article of power, we need to know now, not later. Does this tablet have to stay plugged in? I bet this converter device on the cart has Wi-Fi.”

      “Wait!” Benji shouted again.

      She didn’t. Indigo disconnected the tablet, then turned to the enormous contraption. The machine kept running.

      “Stop worrying,” Indigo said. “The interface is very basic. The machine doesn’t have a ton of functions. Looks like it only detects portals and anything portal-related.”

      “The machine is an antique,” Benji said. “You could break it.”

      “But I won’t,” Indigo said.

      She tapped the tablet a few more times. The Hachton-Escher generated a piece of paper, like a receipt. At first glance, Charlie thought the printout looked like a constellation map, with numbers and tiny notes next to light gray dots and streaks. As the paper grew longer, the machine made an alarming grinding noise. The next inch of paper had a heavy black dot that was circled three times. Six tiny rows of text accompanied it, letters and numbers and dashes, and a strange dotted line trailed behind. Charlie didn’t recognize the codes. 

      “Found it,” Indigo said, staring at the tablet. “According to this machine, that dot has a heavy portal signature. It’s a ninety-seven-point-eight percent match for an article of power, and it’s moving. Also…” Her fingernails made rhythmic tapping sounds on the screen. “...this is listing strange codes in bold red. That seems bad. Either way, someone stole the article of power, and it wasn’t Charlie.”

      Benji and Indigo started searching the tablet for the meaning of the codes.

      “So, the thief is still here,” Charlie said, “or at least nearby, maybe still trying to find a way off this floor since BABS locked it down. But who would go to such crazy lengths to steal the article of power? And why do I feel like someone targeted me on purpose?”

      “Because it wasn’t an accident,” Troy said, staring at his feet. “You were framed by Jaime Murdock.”
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      Indigo’s and Benji’s heads snapped up. Charlie’s hands clenched into fists. 

      “Jaime Murdock?” Her voice was harder and louder than she’d intended. “You waited until now to say something?” 

      “I tried to tell you earlier,” Troy said, “but I wanted to do it when we were alone.”

      “Talk,” Indigo ordered. “Now.”

      Troy looked miserable. He was wringing his gloved hands. “Earlier today, when Jaime took me outside to talk privately, she gave me a flash drive and told me to make a copy of the Lit’l Sporkies’ latest test results. She said she didn’t want to ask Dr. Docktor because they didn’t get along, and he was really busy anyway, and she wanted to give a positive update to the executives today. It seemed legitimate. A good thing, even, except…” His voice trailed off. 

      “Except what?” Charlie asked.

      “Jaime insisted that it be pulled from your assigned computer,” Troy said. “At first, I thought it seemed strange, but she pointed into the control room and said that yours was the one that ran the reports.”

      Indigo erupted in anger, throwing her hands into the air. “How would she even know that? She didn’t have access to the labs. She’d never been in them before today!”

      Troy pinched his eyes shut and rubbed the visor of his helmet, as if he wished he were scrubbing the memory from his brain. “I’m sorry. I guess I was hoping that she’d prove you guys wrong about her. But in the end, she proved I was a total idiot.” His voice was small. “And I sabotaged a friend.”

      “Well, we finally agree on something,” Indigo said, folding her arms across her chest.

      “You plugged a weird flash drive into my station while my back was turned,” Charlie said. “And it had some kind of virus or malware.”

      “I don’t know what it had on it. I only copied the reports onto it, and I didn’t see any programs,” Troy said. “I still have the flash drive,” he added, as if that might help. 

      “The malware wouldn’t have been obvious,” Benji said, “and it probably erased its trail from the flash drive.”

      “Whatever was on Jaime’s flash drive,” Charlie said, “it shut off the power and activated BABS—maybe Jaime’s own corrupted version.”

      “Probably,” Troy said. “I’m sorry.”

      “BABS has been targeting us ever since,” Indigo said.

      Benji opened his mouth to add something more, then stopped. His brow furrowed. He turned to Indigo and studied her.

      “What?” she asked.

      “BABS has been targeting all of us,” Benji said, “except for you.”

      It sounded like an accusation. 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Indigo sniffed. 

      Benji pointed an accusatory finger at her. “BABS’s been targeting Charlie, Troy, and me, but not you. When I was carrying you around, I felt like the Lit’l Sporkies were intentionally maintaining some distance. I didn’t know why. It’s because they’re avoiding you.”

      Troy’s eyes widened. He looked as if he’d just been told the secrets of the universe. “I’ve been shot at, smacked around, and chased until I nearly passed out, but Benji’s right—they’re ignoring you. When we left the article of power lab, we were covered in fire-retardant foam, but you were completely clean.”

      Indigo turned to Charlie, apparently for backup, sweeping a dramatic arm at Troy and Benji as if she were presenting a door prize. “Can you believe this?” 

      But Charlie nodded her head. “I have to admit, the way BABS treats you is really weird.”

      “You just didn’t see it right,” Indigo said. 

      Indigo’s voice was confident, but Charlie had learned her tells. The biggest one was that she couldn’t look anyone in the eye when she was bluffing. And just then, Indigo was staring at a crack in the floorboards as if designer shoes were about to pop out of it. 

      Something was definitely off about BABS and Indigo. Charlie’s brain cycled through everything she’d heard about the security AI. BABS’s latest iteration was built by Evelyn Swanson, a former hacker, who was now in charge of LIORA’s software security. But BABS had been built atop an older software system, so who knew what kinds of quirks had been passed down to the latest generation? Charlie recalled the weird detail about BABS’s original version favoring the LIORA family, although Charlie hadn’t seen any of that. No one in the company “family” could escape being BABS’s punching bag, except for Indigo, who was just a simple intern…

      “Wait a minute.” Charlie’s mind whirred as the pieces all fell into place. Her eyes narrowed into slits and her gaze slid to Indigo. “Maybe BABS isn’t ignoring you at all. BABS was made from old tour-guide software. Every version of that software shows special deference to the Liora family.”

      “Who’d you hear that from?” Benji asked.

      “From Swanson and Chief,” Charlie said.

      “Who?” Troy wrinkled his nose. 

      “Chief,” Charlie said, “head of the security team. He’s probably stuck at the elevator, trying to get in here. Anyway, I thought ‘LIORA family’ was just that stupid thing companies always say about employees being one big family—but I was wrong. BABS shows deference to the actual Liora family that founded this company, and that still holds positions on the executive team and the board of directors… and as lowly interns.” Charlie joined Benji in the finger-pointing. “Is there something you’d like to tell us, Indigo Poisson?”

      “I… That’s… You’re…” Indigo stammered. Her lips pinched together and her cheeks flushed. Then her expression fell, and she threw up her hands in surrender. “Fine. My name isn’t Poisson. It’s Liora. My name is Indigo Liora.”

      “Holy crap,” Troy said. “And you were mad at me for keeping a secret?”

      Benji looked as if he wanted to throw something. Or, at the very least, never give Indigo a piggyback ride again. “So, on Friday and Monday, when we were fighting for intern positions, it was rigged. Jaime Murdock knows who you are, and you were always going to get one of the positions.”

      “And on Monday, when Jaime said there might be only one intern position,” Troy said. “That single position would have been yours, and you would have been Jaime’s assistant.”

      “I didn’t tell her who I was. My mom did. It’s not like I was conspiring against anyone!” Indigo joined in the finger-pointing, now jabbing a gloved digit at Troy. “Which is more than I can say for you. I didn’t want to attract attention or receive special treatment. My whole family thinks I’m going to coast on the family name. I wanted to prove that I could do this on my own. Is that so wrong?”

      “No,” Benji admitted.

      “Kinda,” Troy said.

      “Poisson?” Charlie asked. “Really?”

      “It’s French. I thought it sounded nice.”

      Charlie sighed. “Anyone else need to clear the air while we’re here?”

      Her cell phone vibrated, so she pulled it from the little pocket and saw Aiken’s name on the screen. She answered the call with the speaker on and turned it up all the way so they could hear it over the old machine in the middle of the room, which was still whirring away, printing out a new paper receipt.

      “Hi, Aiken,” Charlie said. “I hope you have good news, because we could use some right now.”

      “Are you okay?” He sounded anxious and upset, which was probably why he didn’t wait for her answer. “I found Swanson, but she’s been locked out of BABS. We aren’t sure how, or who could have done it.”

      Charlie then recognized Swanson’s deep, scratchy voice. She sounded like she wanted to take someone’s head off. “According to the access log, someone updated the software and all of the permissions. Even my backdoor access has been removed. I’m totally locked out. When I find out who’s responsible…”

      She didn’t elaborate, but it sounded as if Swanson was smashing something on the other end of the phone. Aiken immediately started yelling at her. His voice wasn’t entirely clear over the speaker, but Charlie caught a few words like “keyboard” and “mechanical” and “expensive.”

      “We might have some information on the person responsible.” As soon as Charlie said that, the commotion on the other end stopped. She continued, “Jaime Murdock gave Troy a flash drive and told him to use my computer to download some files. About five minutes after he did, my computer flashed some error messages, and then the power went out.”

      “A few minutes after that, BABS came online,” Benji added.

      They didn’t add any additional color. Aiken and Swanson were both computer professionals. They probably already understood what had happened.

      “Jaime Murdock?” Swanson sounded as if she was in disbelief. “Are you sure? People really like her.”

      “What people?” Indigo asked, her lip curling upward in distaste. “People in this building? That’s called ‘Stockholm Syndrome’.”

      “Executive people,” Aiken said. 

      Charlie grimaced. “We don’t have proof, anyway.” Once again, it was their word against Jaime’s, and everyone always believed Jaime. “She’d already left for her meeting when the power went out, so she probably didn’t take the article of power herself.”

      “Well,” Swanson said, her voice soft and sinister, “let’s see how many people are in the Basement right now.”

      “That requires high security clearance,” Aiken said. “You can’t—”

      “I can,” Swanson said, while the clacking sound of a keyboard filled the air. “I have the credentials. In my role, I need to know everything. And here it is. According to the system’s sensors, there are thirty-seven employees in the Basement.”

      Charlie paused. Something about that number seemed off. Benji must have thought so, too, because his brow furrowed and his gaze went skyward, as if he were trying to visually scan his own brain for the right memory. 

      An idea hit Charlie like a thunderbolt. 

      “Jaime never left the labs!” she shouted. “Dr. Docktor took a headcount earlier, and there were thirty-six employees. Jaime never went to a meeting—she hid and waited for the power to go out. She probably wanted BABS to blame me for the theft and distract everyone long enough for her to escape, but she didn’t expect BABS to go nuclear and lock down the Basement.”

      “That’s just a theory,” Indigo said. “We’d have to prove it.”

      “We can follow the signal of the article of power.” Charlie waved the paper readout in the air. “If we can catch the thief red-handed, that’s all the proof we’ll need.”

      “I wonder how long Murdock’s been planning this,” Swanson said. “Maybe she was responsible for the break-in last Friday. My precious Babs!” Her voice dropped low. “I’ll avenge you.”

      They heard a chair roll across a hard floor and crash into a wall.

      “Where are you going?” Aiken asked.

      “To break into Jaime Murdock’s office.” Swanson’s voice sounded distant, as if she’d already left Aiken’s desk. “If she’s dirty, I’ll find out.”

      “Wait!” Aiken said, clearly aggravated. “We have to shut down BABS and rescue everyone in the labs. That’s the priority—”

      There was no answer. They heard a door slam.

      Aiken cursed. “Typical.” 

      Charlie took the latest receipt the machine had produced. Her gaze went directly to the dotted line and circled marker that presumably represented the article of power.

      “While Swanson does…” She waved her hand in the air, trying to churn up the right words. “...whatever, we need to catch the thief in the act. They’re probably trying to get out of here, but all of the exits are locked down.”

      “Maybe there’s another way off this floor,” Indigo said. “Something that isn’t controlled by BABS or the lockdown.”

      The rapid clattering of a keyboard chattered across the phone.

      “Hang on, I’m looking,” Aiken said. 

      “You have access to the Basement systems?” Charlie asked. “I thought you didn’t have high enough clearance.”

      “I don’t,” Aiken said, “but Swanson does. Here’s a little reminder to everyone that you should always lock your computer or log out before you walk away.”

      Charlie glared at Troy. “Yeah, we got a refresher on that earlier, too.”

      Troy at least had the good manners to blush.

      “Wow. Uh,” Aiken said. “This isn’t good. There’s another way off the floor, but it only goes to the one below.”

      “The Basement storage?” Troy asked.

      “Yeah. There used to be a chute that ran from the main level all the way down to the vault. The file I’m reading is vague, but apparently there was an incident shortly after the portal was discovered, and everything from the labs to the vault was buried.”

      “To prevent anything from escaping it,” Charlie said, filling in the blank.

      “Probably,” Aiken said.

      A portal is an entry into the multiverse, which is full of magic and strange beings that could squash humanity to a pulp. Earth was never meant to have magic; humans opened a portal by accident and the world was flooded with it. Technology helped mankind adapt and utilize the supernatural. Yet, after two centuries of development, we still wouldn’t be powerful enough to defend ourselves against the creatures that steep in the depths of the magical dimensions. That’s why portals are highly regulated. For reasons unknown, the one LIORA kept in the vault had never been reported to authorities. Charlie wasn’t sure how far they’d go to keep it a secret. 

      Benji looked surprised. “So the portal here is old, but they didn’t dig it out until recently. Indigo, did you know about this?”

      Indigo frowned and tried to check her nails. Her frown deepened when she realized she couldn’t see them through the gloves. “No way. The rule in my family is that we don’t talk about company secrets until you’re in the company. I hate not being in on the secret.”

      “Anyway,” Aiken said, “the chute was dismantled after the portal was dug out again, but they left the hatches in a few strategic places between floors. There’s a brief note here saying that the board of directors insisted on installing an ‘armageddon-level emergency system’ in case of another incident where they need to wipe out all traces of the labs and the portal.”

      “I don’t like where this is going,” Benji said.

      Charlie knew about these armageddon systems from her last job as a crime scene cleaner. She’d seen the aftermath when a small-time crime lord had used one in a house that didn’t have proper containment. The magic had shredded everything and everyone on the block so badly that there was no way for anyone to tell what—or who—it had originally been, as if the world had been dumped into a blender and set to puree. It was the last job Charlie did, the one that made her realize she needed a career change. To something safer.

      LIORA Human Resources should really write their job descriptions more accurately.

      “Let me guess,” Charlie said, “the hatches between floors only open if the emergency system is triggered?”

      “Yeah.” Aiken’s voice was quiet. Stressed. He was typing again. 

      The interns exchanged a look. Benji looked as if he were about to create an emergency in his pants. Brown Alert.

      “That plan doesn’t make sense,” Troy said. “The floor below would be wiped out, too. Why would the thief risk killing themself?” 

      “Maybe they think the suit will protect them,” Benji said.

      “Will it?” Indigo sounded hopeful.

      “No,” Charlie said, “but they’ve probably exhausted all their options up here, and they probably know something we don’t.” Charlie pointed at the tablet on the little rolling cart. “Indigo, grab that. Aiken, can you tell us where the emergency system is located on our floor? We’re at the very end of the hall, farthest from the elevators.”

      “One second.” Aiken’s fingers pounded on the keys as if he were punishing them for being too slow. Charlie was sure he was searching as fast as possible, but in this moment, every second felt like an ice age. 

      “Aiken—”

      “Found it!” he said. “You’re in the old section of the labs, so the room isn’t far from you. It’s off the main hallway,” Aiken said. “Take the second right, the third left, and then it’s the first door on the right.”

      “Thanks,” she said. “I gotta go. Gotta do a thing.”

      “Yeah, you do. I’ll stay by my phone.”

      Charlie hung up.
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      Troy used a metal scrap he’d found under the portal-detection machine to scratch out a small break in the magic array—just enough of a scratch to deactivate the maze, but not so much that Dr. Docktor couldn’t easily patch it later.

      The hallways were empty and silent. The Lit’l Sporkies were nowhere to be seen. Charlie wondered whether they’d given up or they were parked nearby, lying in wait. Either way, she knew the interns couldn’t stay there. They had to prevent the thief from activating the emergency system and killing everyone on the floor. 

      If Charlie’s instinct was correct, the thief was Jaime Murdock herself. 

      They quickly retraced their steps to the main hallway. BABS was oddly silent, but the incessantly blinking red emergency light was making Charlie a little dizzy. They ran, following Aiken’s directions, to where the emergency system was housed. 

      They found the emergency control room quickly—but they weren’t the first to arrive. The door was cracked open, and a dull white light oozed out. As they neared, they could hear the loud humming and clanking of old machines. Charlie’s stomach twisted in panic. Was it too late? Had they not made it in time?

      The interns burst into the room. The door swung wide and slammed against the wall, causing the person at the far end to jump and whirl around to face them. 

      The thief was wearing a protective suit and helmet, and yet Charlie still recognized them—it was the employee with the reflective visor that prevented anyone from seeing their face. After a second look, though, Charlie noticed that the reflective covering was just a sticker. It was slightly crooked, and two of its corners were curled up, as if it had been applied in a hurry. 

      But the visor wasn’t the only feature Charlie recognized—even in the oversized protective suit and bulbous helmet, she knew their haughty stance. It was Jaime Murdock inside that suit. She had absolutely no doubt.

      A square hatch in the floor separated the interns from the thief. The hatch was closed, but through its grating they could see the top rungs of a grimy ladder leading downward. An identical hatch was fixed into the ceiling, but it had been bolted shut. Behind the thief was a long row of enormous machines, most of them dusty and rusted, with enormous levers, thick tubes, and a smattering of knobs and dials and gauges with needles waving and bobbing. One of the machines even had a keyboard like an old typewriter. Every machine in the room was on, whirring, humming, and clacking, and one was even gurgling. Even without a manual, it seemed obvious to Charlie that there was only one step left. 

      Everyone’s attention went to the large panel on the left wall—and its inviting, flashing red button. 

      Other than the thrum of the old machines, the room was quiet. It felt like the standoff before a gunfight. If that button were pressed, everyone would die. 

      “We know what you’re trying to do,” Charlie said. She pointed to the obvious bump in the thief’s pocket. There was a faint blue light, strobing erratically, as if the article of power were a bomb counting down to detonation. “It’s not worth killing everyone for the article of power. We’ll help you find another way off the floor. Just don’t press that button.”

      “Help?” Indigo’s eyes widened at Charlie. “Are you serious?”

      “Very,” Charlie said, but she slid her hand behind her back and held up three fingers.

      Benji set Indigo down.

      Two fingers.

      Troy leaned forward, fingers flexing.

      Before Charlie could count down to one, the thief lunged for the red button. Charlie jumped, but she was too late—the button depressed, and an old alarm screeched, sounding like a dump truck the size of Saturn was backing up. The hatch in the center of the floor groaned, its hinges snapped, and its grating fell into an abyss of darkness. Benji grabbed a fistful of Charlie’s suit and hauled her backward before she could plummet down the shaft.

      Somewhere down the hall, BABS was announcing another emergency and probably changing the alert color to something even more ridiculous, but was cut off mid-sentence. An older, emotionless voice crackled through the speakers. It sounded like a recording.

      “Attention: This is not a drill. Erasure of this floor is imminent. You have twenty minutes to reach safety. This is not a drill.”

      Charlie stared at the thief, overwhelmed with shock and disbelief. “Are you crazy? You’re going to kill people! No stupid magical rock is worth that!”

      The thief had retreated to the opposite side of the open hatch. They weren’t moving, and their attention was locked on the escape route in the floor between them. Troy, Benji, and Indigo ignored them and ran to the machines, frantically pressing buttons and twisting dials, trying to figure out how to reverse the process. 

      Charlie took a step back from the hatch and pretended to turn away. The thief moved for the ladder, climbing onto it more quickly in their bulky suit than Charlie had expected. As soon as the thief’s hands were on the rungs, Charlie lunged. Her gloved fingers snagged on the sticker covering their visor, and she ripped it off—

      —revealing Jaime Murdock’s cold gaze. Their eyes locked. Jaime’s beautiful lips were pursed. Sweat beaded her brow. 

      Charlie’s blood roared in her veins. “I knew it!”

      Jaime looked away and scampered down the ladder, out of sight. Charlie wanted to fly down after her and set things right, but that was no longer the priority. Saving everyone on this floor was.

      She whirled around, taking in the chaos. Every machine was working so hard it was shaking and rattling. The temperature in the room had gone up at least ten degrees. Benji and Troy were hovering over a dusty silver machine.

      “Cancel!” Troy shouted, pounding on the buttons. “Computer, cancel!” 

      The older computer voice responded. “To cancel the alert, please state your name and title.”

      “I’m Troy Overstreet—”

      Charlie reached over and slapped the back of his helmet, effectively shutting him up. “You’re Dr. Leon Docktor, Vice President of Magic Engineering,” she said.

      “Oh, right, that’s me!” Troy’s German accent was terrible. He sounded as if he’d been punched in the mouth. “I’m Leon Docktor!”

      The machine to their right shook and let out a high-pitched chirp. A small panel on the top slid aside and a bronze periscope shot up. The top of the periscope was fitted with a black film shaped like an eye. “Please confirm your identity with a retinal scan.”

      “Crap,” Indigo said. “That’s not going to work.”

      Troy leaned in close to the machine anyway. They heard a loud thunk followed by a beep. 

      “Scan failed. You have eighteen minutes to reach safety.”

      BABS decided to make its appearance. “Charlie Temple, surrender!”

      A loud slurp filled the air. 

      Everyone froze. Slowly, the interns turned around.

      In the laboratory across the hall, a silver orb hovered near the ceiling. It was about the size of a fist and was quickly growing larger. When it reached the size of a beach ball, liquid started to drip from it and splash onto the floor. The trickle quickly grew to a torrent. Within seconds, the goo was streaming into the hallway. 

      Charlie and Indigo went to the door and stuck their heads out, looking around. Every lab within sight had its own large, dripping sphere.

      “What is that?” Indigo demanded, pointing at the liquid. “We’re going to be electrocuted!”

      “I don’t think it’s water,” Benji said. “I think it’s magical lubricant.”

      Indigo’s eyes went wide. “Are you telling me I’m first going to be screwed and then wiped from existence?”

      Charlie tried slapping a hand over her face but whacked her helmet instead. “No. The erasure type of armageddon system uses liquid submersion to improve magic conductivity. It’s an alchemical concoction that ensures our erasure is… thorough.” She suppressed a shiver. “Anything not coated in the substance will just be…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. Blended. She shook her head, pushing away unwanted memories. 

      Troy was as pale as his protective suit. “We need Dr. Docktor for the retinal scan, but he’s probably trapped in one of the labs.”

      Charlie’s stomach felt knotted. She had to assume that BABS had learned from previous mistakes and would be keeping everyone in rooms without escape routes. The ceilings would be high and impossible to reach. Her brain whirled through ideas and options, but there were precious few. 

      Her gaze went to the retinal scanner. If they couldn’t bring Dr. Docktor to the scanner…

      “We bring the retinal scanner to him,” she said. 

      “And how are we going to do that?” Indigo asked. “A buttload of extension cords? These machines are old; they aren’t wireless.”

      An updated announcement played over the speakers. “Attention: Erasure of the underground sector is imminent. You have sixteen minutes to reach safety. This is not a drill.”

      “Buttload of extension cords it is,” Charlie said.

      They dashed out of the room and splashed into the hall, ransacking nearby labs and pilfering anything useful. Charlie and Troy were back in the emergency control room a couple of minutes later with a half dozen cords between them. Indigo was just behind them with a few more. They were pretty sure it wasn’t enough. Indigo and Troy started connecting the extension cords. Charlie went to find Benji, and maybe even a few more cords. 

      “Attention: You have twelve minutes to reach safety. This is not a drill.”

      Charlie ran down the hallway. “Benji!” she shouted. “Where are you? We have to go!”

      “Coming!”

      He waddled around the corner at the far end of the hall. A tangle of enormous multi-colored cords, each thicker than Charlie’s thumb, was looped around his neck and both arms. Charlie ran to his aid and pulled a batch of cords off his left arm—and almost dropped it due to the unexpected weight. 

      “The good news,” he said, panting, “is that I found a lot. The bad news is that they’re really, really old.”

      “They just need to last for a few minutes,” Charlie said.

      When they returned to the room, the liquid from the hallway was dripping into the hatch in the middle of the floor. Troy and Indigo had connected all of their cords and were in the middle of an argument.

      “What’s going on?” Charlie asked.

      “We thought we’d only need the machine with the retinal scanner,” Troy said, “but it’s connected to three other machines, and they all work together. We have to take them all.” 

      “If the machines get disconnected,” Benji said, “is there any chance the system will trigger prematurely, and we’ll get erased?”

      “Probably. But they’re all on wheels,” Indigo argued. “We can just roll them down the hall like a train.”

      “I don’t like it,” Troy said. “Risky.”

      “But we don’t have another choice,” Charlie said. “Indigo, you can ride on top and hold them together.”

      Indigo’s brows lifted. “How do you expect me to do that?”

      Charlie shrugged and started connecting cables. “I don’t know, lie on top of them. Grab the lead machine with your hands and hook your feet around the caboose.”

      They opened the panel of the “caboose” machine and connected their ridiculously long extension cord creation into a backup power input. Indigo backed away while Troy plugged the other end into the wall. He swallowed hard, took a deep breath, and then unplugged its main power cord. The machines continued to run. Everyone let out a sigh of relief. But then— 

      “Attention: You have seven minutes to reach safety. This is not a drill.”

      The group leapt into action. Indigo climbed onto their “train” to keep the four machines together. Charlie and Troy were near the front, pushing and steering. Benji was at the rear, using his portal-touched strength to push, and making sure the extra-long cord didn’t come unattached or snag on anything in the hallway.

      They maneuvered the old machines out of the room and through the side hall. In the main hall, the liquid was flowing more heavily and the floor was slick, but there weren’t any twists or turns left to take. So, they pushed harder, more erratically, picking up speed. 

      They quickly reached the newer section of the floor. Many of the laboratory doors were sealed shut by BABS. Each lab contained a dripping silver globe, but the liquid could only trickle out from under the doors in this section. Many labs had filled halfway and were starting to resemble diving pools. 

      Charlie had the grim thought that if they didn’t hurry, Dr. Docktor and the team were going to drown before they were wiped from existence.

      “Attention: You have four minutes to reach safety. This is not a drill.”

      “Faster!” Indigo shouted from atop the machines, spread-eagle. Her bulbous helmet wouldn’t allow her to lie flat, forcing her face and neck upward. 

      “Interns! I’ve found you!” 

      A lone Lit’l Sporky rolled out of a side hallway. Its arms were retracted, but it started to extend them toward the interns.

      “What do we do?” Troy asked.

      “Ram it!” Charlie said. 

      “Are you crazy?” Indigo said. 

      “No choice!” Charlie said. “Everybody push!”

      The Lit’l Sporky rolled into the middle of the hall. A second Lit’l Sporky emerged from a different side passage and joined the first one. The interns’ train picked up speed. 

      “Indigo, hold on!” Benji shouted from behind, pushing so hard that his face was turning red and his tattoos were no longer pulsing but flaring brightly from the exertion. 

      Charlie put her head down and pushed.

      The interns hit the first Lit’l Sporky head on. Charlie felt the painful impact ripple through her entire body and rattle her brain. The vending machine skidded back across the liquid like a rock over a lake, its gangly arms whipping through the air. Charlie almost couldn’t believe that had worked. 

      The second vending machine charged straight at the interns and their train. 

      “Go right!” Troy yelled.

      Charlie pushed. Troy pulled. The train’s wheels were old and stiff, but the front of the train did shift slightly to the side. The Lit’l Sporky hit the front corner and bounced off, spinning away like a top. The impact nearly caused the front car to tip over, threatening to crush Troy and eject Indigo. Charlie had to use all of her strength to pull the machine back upright. 

      The melodious harp rang through the speakers. “LIORA interns, per company policy, this is an improper use of a LIORA security system. I have reported you to Security and Human Resources. Give yourselves up.”

      Three more Lit’l Sporkies appeared from side hallways. The interns continued, ramming them and sending them slipping and sliding away on the fluid.

      The interns started passing labs with employees and Lit’l Sporky guards inside. The liquid was so high that the employees were standing on equipment and still struggling to keep their heads above it. The Lit’l Sporkies had sunk to the bottom, their elongated arms waving like an octopus’s, searching for victims. 

      “There!” Indigo shouted. She was on her knees, pointing at a lab just ahead. “On the left!” 

      They came to a messy stop, with the last machine of the train fishtailing and banging into the walls. Dr. Docktor was inside of a lab with a half dozen other employees and two Lit’l Sporkies. They’d climbed as high as they could go, but the liquid had reached their necks and was still rising, and it wasn’t dense enough to swim in. Dr. Docktor stood against the window, on his toes, his eyes wide with shock and relief. A Lit’l Sporky was lying on its side on the floor, completely submerged. One of its arms had coiled around Dr. Docktor’s waist, using the engineer to try to pull itself up.

      “Attention: You have one minute to reach safety. This is not a drill.”

      Indigo punched a button on the second machine. 

      “To cancel the alert, please state your name and title.”

      “I’m Leon Docktor,” Indigo said, “Vice President of Magic Engineering.”

      The periscope rose. “Please confirm your identity with a retinal scan.”

      Together, the interns heaved the machines over to the window. Dr. Docktor dropped into the liquid like a stone. He pressed his face against the helmet visor, trying to get his eye as close to the scanner as he could.

      “Attention: You have ten seconds to get to a safe zone.”

      “The periscope’s not close enough,” Benji said. “We have to tilt the machine!”

      The interns pushed the machine until it rose up on two wheels and knocked against the lab window. On the other side, Dr. Docktor pressed his face against the glass so hard he was going to leave a smear on his visor. If he pressed any harder, Charlie thought his nose would get stuck that way.

      “Attention: Erasure in five, four, three, two—”

      Beep.

      “Alert canceled by Dr. Leon Docktor, Vice President of Magic Engineering. Evaporation system activating. Thank you for using LIORA Erasure Systems: Removing your past for a better tomorrow.”

      The interns let out ecstatic cheers. 

      Charlie pumped a fist in the air. “We did it!”

      The liquid level in the labs dropped rapidly. Once it was at knee height, all of the lab doors opened automatically, releasing a flood of liquid, bedraggled engineers, and Lit’l Sporkies into the hall. Within seconds, the strange liquid had dissipated into a fine gray mist. A ventilation system kicked on and whisked it away.

      Charlie heard the ventilation, froze, and looked around for something to latch onto. Benji bear-hugged the retinal scanner machine. Indigo bear-hugged Benji. Troy just looked bewildered.

      But the ventilation never grew stronger, and it even stopped after a few seconds. Troy laughed it off, but his eyes still showed fear.

      Employees staggered to their feet to cry, hug, and check on others’ well-being.

      Their celebration was short-lived. Black-clad, heavily armored LIORA security team members rushed into the hallway and surrounded them, their military-grade shapecasters armed and ready, and aimed at Charlie, Indigo, Benji, and Troy.
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      The interns froze. Their hands shot up in surrender, and they stood very, very still. 

      “Don’t shoot,” Dr. Docktor said. He was still on the floor, arms and legs akimbo. 

      The security team didn’t respond, but at least they didn’t shoot. Charlie had the feeling they were waiting for something, but she wasn’t sure what.

      “I didn’t steal anything,” she said. “It was Jaime Murdock. She climbed down to the storage floor. You have to stop her.”

      “It’s true,” Indigo said. “And now she’s getting away!”

      The interns took turns explaining the story as quickly as possible. They wanted to get out the important points before they were stunned or immobilized by offensive spells.

      The security team parted to let in a new guard. They wore a black protective suit and helmet, with armor over the top, like the other guards. The only difference was the additional gold slash emblazoned beneath the shield logo on their helmet and shoulder. They were looking at their phone as they came to a stop in front of the interns. After a few seconds, they made a hand signal so complicated that Charlie was surprised their fingers didn’t cramp. 

      The security team powered off and lowered their shapecasters. The new guard removed their helmet. It was Chief Head. The interns dropped their hands.

      “I know about Jaime Murdock,” Chief said, “and everyone can remove their suit. According to our scans, the labs are safe.” 

      Grateful engineers and lab techs began removing their helmets and peeling off their protective suits. Someone helped peel Dr. Docktor off the floor.

      Charlie started to remove her suit, too, but she remembered her phone and wallet in her pocket. When she retrieved them, she also found the slip of paper that showed the path of the article of power, as well as some intimidating codes in bolded numbers and letters.

      “How do you know about Jaime?” Benji asked.

      “I caught Swanson breaking into her office,” Chief said. “Swanson found messages between Jaime and Byron Industries’ Chief Innovation Officer from nearly a year ago. They were discussing the LIORA article of power months before she ever worked here.”

      “How did she know about the article back then?” Dr. Docktor asked, while wrestling with his helmet.

      “Good question,” Chief said. “Someone will need to investigate, but cases like this are usually the result of bribery.”

      Troy looked thunderstruck. “Jaime Murdock is a spy?”

      Dr. Docktor nodded. “Corporate espionage in the magic engineering sector is competitive and lucrative. I could tell you some wild stories.”

      “Luckily, we’ve never had to deal with severe cases at LIORA,” Chief said. “Until now, anyway.”

      “It’s because we’ve learned to keep a lot of secrets,” Dr. Docktor said. “And, unfortunately, Jaime Murdock has learned a lot of them. If it’s true that she’s taken the article of power, we need to find it immediately. The only thing that kept it stable was a powerful suppression container. Outside of the container, the article is probably rapidly deteriorating.”

      Charlie thought about the way the article flashed its blue light. When she’d seen it earlier in the week, it had pulsed softly, like Benji’s tattoos. Earlier today, it had looked sickly, tapping out an irregular beat. She unfolded the paper readout in her hand and held it up.

      “Dr. Docktor,” she said, “we found that special machine you told us about. It printed this. Do these codes mean anything to you?”

      Dr. Docktor took the paper and gestured to a few nearby engineers in lab coats. As they studied the page, their expressions worsened. 

      “This is bad,” Dr. Docktor said.

      “What does it mean?” Indigo asked. “Are we all going to die?”

      He frowned. “In layman’s terms, the article of power is calling for help. We kept it inside a protective casing in quarantine, but since Jaime removed it from the casing, its signal is getting stronger.”

      “That’s a yes, then,” Indigo said.

      “No one’s going to die.” Chief’s shoulders straightened. “Will anything respond to the article’s call?”

      “I don’t know.” Dr. Docktor turned to the lab tech next to him. “Call Setsuko in the vault. Find out whether they’re getting any readings.” 

      Chief turned to his team and called out three names. “Head down to the next floor and apprehend Jaime Murdock.” His smile was confident. “Don’t worry, Dr. Docktor, we’ll get—”

      The speakers clicked on and the harmonious harp poured out, interrupting the conversation. 

      “Security team, this is BABS, LIORA Security AI version 13.3.7. Troy Overstreet, Benji Gaines, and Indigo Poisson, led by Charlie Temple, have violated multiple company policies today. I am relinquishing them into your custody for interrogation.”

      No one moved or spoke. Charlie tensed.

      Chief’s brows furrowed together. He looked as if he was trying to decide how to proceed delicately with the deranged AI. “Thank you, BABS. I’ll take it from here.”

      He turned and gestured again to the three guards, sending them on their way to find Jaime.

      The red emergency light started strobing again. BABS’s overbearing, disembodied voice sounded angry. “Call back your team and apprehend Charlie Temple at once.”

      The red light deepened Chief’s frown lines and made his narrowed eyes appear demonic. 

      “I’m the highest level security officer on the premises, and I outrank you. Stand down,” he said.

      All around them, the Lit’l Sporkies started to wake up. Their arms glided across the floor and arched into the air like cobras rising from a basket. Charlie started to back away, slowly, hoping BABS wouldn’t notice. It didn’t take long for Indigo, Benji, and Troy to follow her lead, creeping backward along the hall. 

      “Charlie Temple must be apprehended,” BABS repeated, “or you will be in breach of security protocol.” 

      “I’m in charge here, BABS. Stand down and deactivate the alert.”

      The flashing light changed to a searing hot pink. A deafening slam echoed through the hall, indicating that BABS had sealed the Basement again. 

      “Escalating to Razzmatazz Alert,” BABS said. 

      The Lit’l Sporkies whirled into action, arms waving, charging toward employees that were trying to flee back into the labs, latching onto some and mowing down others.

      “What’s a razzmatazz?” Troy asked.

      “It’s an awesome color with a dumb name,” Indigo said.

      Charlie continued backing away from the scene but was quickly cornered by a Lit’l Sporky. Just before its rubber mittens could reach her, a whitish-blue bolt of magic slammed into the machine, encasing its body in a block of clear ice. Its accordion arms were unfortunately still free, and they retreated from Charlie to start beating on the ice. Cracks quickly started to appear.

      Chief shouted for his team to get into formation Delta. Spells flew through the air, though many of their colors were camouflaged by the hot pink light. 

      “Wait,” Dr. Docktor cried, “not my vending machines. Can’t you just gently incapacitate them?”

      Troy grabbed Charlie’s hand. Before she knew it, they were running down the hall with Benji beside them and Indigo on his back. 

      They ducked into the hallway that led to the emergency control room where Jaime had escaped. If Lit’l Sporkies were following them, Charlie thought it wouldn’t matter. A vending machine can’t climb down a ladder.

      They were out of breath by the time they reached the room. Troy was the last one inside. He shut the door and locked it. 

      Charlie peered into the dark hole in the middle of the floor. There was a narrow, rusty ladder that led into the dark. Was Jaime waiting for them, and when they were on the ladder, she would strike?

      “Looks quiet down there,” Benji said. 

      “It’s supposed to be just storage,” Indigo said. “At least we would be free of BABS.”

      Charlie put her hand on the ladder. The rungs were dry. She swung herself onto it and started to descend. 

      The infrastructure between the labs and the floor below was thicker than Charlie had expected. The air in the shaft was dusty and stale. Every squeak of her sneakers on the metal rungs made her wince. The shaft opened into an enormous room that belied the size of the building. Wooden crates were stacked haphazardly everywhere, many of them almost reaching the ceiling. There was a clear, straight path through the center that led all the way to a concrete wall with a metal garage door. She couldn’t see anything else, just endless crates. If Jaime Murdock was still in here somewhere, Charlie couldn’t see her, either. 

      By the time she reached the dusty concrete floor, her eyes had started to adjust to the dim surroundings. Her heart was beating fast, and her arms and legs felt like noodles. She was exhausted, but they needed to find Jaime more than she needed to rest.

      Troy was next off the ladder, then Indigo, who struggled down in her heels. Benji was last. They searched through the maze of crates and finally found the main aisle that ran straight to the garage door. Charlie was last in line. Just as she entered the aisle, she spotted a tall rectangle wrapped in a tarp and bungee cords set back in a heap of crates. 

      Charlie did a double-take, then came to a halt. She took a step back for a better look.

      “What’s wrong?” Benji asked. 

      “Nothing,” Charlie said. “Just give me one second.”

      Morbidly curious, Charlie slipped around the corner and lifted up the tarp. 

      Oh no.

      It was the original Sporky—Charlie’s nightmare. The eight-foot-tall monstrosity was dormant. Its enormous black rubber mittens hung limp at its sides, and the logo panel at the top was dark. An official-looking piece of paper was taped securely to the front and read “Vending Machine, Ref. SPO7-RK85237Y” with a decommissioning date and a reference code that Charlie didn’t recognize. In bold red marker, someone had written “DO NOT TURN ON UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES. SERIOUSLY THIS TIME. WE MEAN IT.”

      Charlie lifted the tarp a little higher. “It’s just off,” she whispered, “not dead.” 

      Troy’s voice came from behind her, causing her to jump a few inches in the air. Benji and Indigo stood next to him. 

      “Yeah, its core probably regenerated all of its energy after we drained it,” he said.

      Charlie dropped the tarp. She made a mental note of where Sporky stood under the tarp, then shivered.

      “This place is creepy,” Indigo said. “How is this room so big? My feet hurt.”

      “It’s been expanded with spatial wards,” Benji said, pointing at different areas of the walls and ceiling. “I saw them while I was coming down—powerful earth and ether magic sigils affixed at mathematically precise locations, working together. I’ve seen it done before, but never to create such an enormous space.”

      ”We could calculate the actual size of the room,” Charlie said. “But we probably don’t want to do that.”

      “Why not?” Indigo asked. 

      “Because it would freak us out,” Troy said. “It already freaks me out. The actual room is probably too small to contain the stuff in here. If the sacred geometry on the walls is even scratched—similar to how we deactivated the maze array—the wards could fail, and then the room would collapse back to its original size.” 

      “And we’d be pancakes?” Indigo demanded. “Great. Thanks for telling me that.”

      “If it helps,” Benji said, “it would happen so fast that we wouldn’t even know.”

      “No,” Indigo said. “That doesn’t help—”

      She was cut off by a loud BOOM coming from the garage door. The walls and floor trembled. Dust and dirt rained down from the crates, a few of which toppled and crashed onto the floor. Indigo leapt onto Benji’s back and the interns all ran toward the sound. 

      As they neared the garage door, the acrid scent of melting plastic stung Charlie’s nostrils. The crates ended just a few feet away from the concrete wall. The garage door was in the center of the wall, with a normal, person-sized door next to it; both were closed. On the cold concrete in front of the garage door lay Jaime Murdock. She wasn’t moving. Her protective suit was on, but the helmet was off and had rolled a couple of feet away. She was face-up, with her eyes closed and her arms awkwardly splayed. Troy let out a yelp of alarm and started to rush toward her, but Charlie and Benji grabbed his arms and held him back.

      “Be careful,” Charlie said, her voice low.

      Troy looked hurt, but Indigo waved an irritated hand at him.

      “Don’t be a moron,” she said. “I know you’re in love with her, but it could be a trap. She just tried killing a bunch of people over a magical rock.” 

      They approached as a group. As they neared, the reason for her accident became clear. The garage door had no controls on this side, and it was too heavy for a person to lift. The door next to it had a numeric keypad above the handle. The keypad’s mangled cover was on the ground, and a screwdriver was sticking out of the mechanism. Streaks of black soot covered the wall and door around the keypad. They didn’t need an electrician to know that Jaime had recklessly tried cracking the keypad and had electrocuted herself. 

      “Benji,” Charlie said, “hold her wrists. Troy, hold her ankles.”

      Troy looked disappointed but did as she asked. Charlie knelt down and pressed two fingers against Jaime’s throat. She felt a pulse.

      “She’s okay,” Charlie said, “but she probably needs medical.”

      Benji pulled a cable tie out of one of his pockets and bound Jaime’s wrists in front of her. 

      Charlie saw the flashing blue light inside Jaime’s pocket. Nervously, she unzipped the pocket and removed a small, clear box with Platonic symbols engraved on every side. Every wall of the container was severely warped. Inside was a flashing blue orb the size of her fist. Her palm and fingers felt as if something had jammed a million needles into them. She yelped and nearly dropped the container, but she managed to set it down gently and slide it as far away as possible. 

      “Uh,” Troy said, “does that thing look different than before?”

      “Yes,” Charlie said. The orb was swollen and oddly shaped, stretched and distorted, and its soft blue light now flashed irregularly. 

      Like Morse code, Charlie thought. A creepy, magical SOS to someone—or something—to come and rescue it from this world. 

      “I’m leaving it over there for now,” Charlie said.

      Indigo had gone to assess the damage to the keypad. “This is destroyed,” she said, “and the fire was even worse than it looks. Everything’s melted together. We’re going to have a hard time opening the door now.”

      Charlie pointed to the left, near the corner. “There’s another door down there. It looks newer, but I don’t know what the security is like.”

      “I’ve got some tools on me,” Benji said, pulling a couple of small zippered wallets out of his lab coat pockets.

      Charlie used some of Benji’s tools to handle the article of power. Benji carried Indigo. Troy carried Jaime. 

      The second small door was a black fire door with a restricted access sign glued to it. It had four deadbolts but not a single keyhole. Above the locks was a large, square metal panel that was begging to be opened. 

      Indigo hopped down from Benji’s back, and they helped Troy lay Jaime down on the floor. Charlie set the article of power away from the door, and even farther away from Jaime.

      Benji whipped out a small screwdriver and unscrewed the panel, revealing a debugging terminal and a small screen. Beneath them were a small keypad, a few ports, and a series of differently colored wires. The screen flashed through a series of complex Platonic shapes. The forms were changing too quickly to determine the geometric root. It was one of the most complicated systems used by the government and was thought to be breakable only by skilled arithmeticians. 

      Charlie breathed a sigh of relief. They’d cracked this kind of lock twice during their intern interviews. 

      “Oh, good,” Indigo said. “It’s only one of these uber magical cryptography locks, like governments and spies use. I was afraid I’d have to climb back up the ladder in my heels.”

      They worked together, using advanced magic theorems to isolate the Platonic forms, and then Charlie used her invoke to dismantle the magical lock. It clicked, and the fire door cracked open to a loud whirring sound, as if an army of fans was blowing inside. Warm air washed over them.

      “Finally, this can all be over,” Indigo said. “Crappiest week ever.”

      “Who else is ready for a break?” Benji asked.

      Charlie definitely was. While Troy and Benji gently scooped up Jaime, Charlie used some of Benji’s tools to pick up the article of power again. Indigo pushed open the door and stepped into the room, followed by Troy and Benji, carrying Jaime. Charlie was last through the door—and she nearly collided into the group, who had frozen just beyond the threshold. 

      “What’s going on?” she asked. 

      The lights flickered on. The room was long and was filled with rows of machines whirring, whizzing, and buzzing. Each machine had banks of blinkenlights and screens of various sizes that scrolled with indiscernible data. Taking up the entire left wall were plexiglass vats the size of station wagons, all filled with a viscous blue goo that glowed like the article of power and Benji’s tattoos. Tiny bubbles floated through it like champagne, along with razor-thin arcs of electricity. 

      A familiar disembodied voice filled the room, so close that Charlie almost thought the speaker was standing next to her.

      “Hello, Charlie,” it purred.

      They’d just broken into BABS’s brain, the security AI suite.
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      Tension was thick in the room. Charlie stood frozen for a few seconds. She had the strange feeling that BABS was actually waiting for her to respond. 

      “Hi, BABS,” she said. “So, this is your brain.”

      “Yes,” BABS said, “it is.”

      Charlie thought she heard a little nervousness in the machine’s voice, but she might have imagined it.

      She looked around the long, narrow room. The paint was crisp and fresh, as if it had been applied recently. The machines were nondescript metal boxes with flashing lights of various colors that didn’t tell Charlie anything. If the rumors were true and BABS had been installed just this week, it was a testament to LIORA’s ability to hustle.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Troy whispered.

      “Really?” Indigo asked. “Do you have a mallet? I’ll demonstrate.”

      Charlie was on the same page. Unfortunately, BABS’s hardware seemed a little too complicated to simply unplug or smash to bits; the vats along the wall made Charlie very nervous. They’d learned early on that the blue goop was some kind of experimental energy source that could supplement a mage’s magical energy. Charlie even wondered whether the substance was, in fact, magic in liquid form. The only thing she knew for sure was that every LIORA machine that utilized this blue goo was sentient and a little deranged—like Sporky Senior—and BABS used an entire wall of it. Shutting down such a complicated system incorrectly could result in disaster.

      Benji leaned in, echoing Charlie’s thoughts. “If we cause a fire or an explosion, it could destroy the spatial magic that’s expanding this floor. The walls would collapse back down to their original size, killing us instantly.”

      Indigo’s fierce expression wilted. Clearly, she was no longer a proponent of the mallet plan.

      “Look around for a manual or documentation,” Charlie whispered. “Or an emergency shutdown control.”

      The interns left Jaime on the floor and spread out, checking every machine, every shelf, and every cabinet. 

      “I can tell that you’re angry, Charlie,” BABS said. “I’m just trying to keep employees safe. You know that, right?”

      Charlie paused. “You accused me of stealing an article of power, which I didn’t.”

      “I see that you have it in your possession. So I was not incorrect.”

      Charlie glanced at the corner of the room where they’d left the article of power in its warped and withering container. It was flashing more erratically now and even more brightly. Charlie thought they didn’t have much time before the container melted and the article of power was free. She’d seen it free earlier this week and didn’t like the result. She didn’t want to see what it would do this time.

      “Admit your guilt, Charlie,” BABS said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “And then what? If I decide to take the blame, what happens? You let everyone else go?”

      “Everyone’s been very naughty, Charlie,” BABS said. “And we all know why.”

      Charlie didn’t like where this conversation was going. “No,” she said, “I don’t know why.”

      “Because you set a very bad example, Charlie. You encouraged everyone to break rules. Everyone must be punished, you most of all.”

      “Psycho,” Charlie mumbled. 

      She stopped arguing with BABS and resumed her search of the room. But when the interns reached the end, they’d found no documentation on the security AI. In fact, most of the cabinets and shelves were empty. At the end of the room was another metal door and three large windows that looked out to more storage space with what appeared to be an enormous crane that reached to the ceiling. Charlie figured that’s what Dr. Docktor used to move large machines into storage.

      “I found nothing,” Indigo said. 

      “Same here,” Troy said. “Now what?”

      Charlie called Aiken. 

      “Are you okay?” he asked. He sounded half panicked, half relieved. His words were rushed, as if he’d never heard of punctuation or breathing. “I heard BABS went crazy and attacked the security team. No one can get out. The rescue team is almost here. They got stuck in traffic.”

      “I’m okay,” Charlie said. “We climbed down to the storage floor. I need your help. We’re in the security AI suite.”

      “On the storage floor?” Aiken exploded. “They said it was offsite!”

      “Luckily, they lied,” Charlie said. “Do you still have Swanson’s account logged in? Tell us how to turn off BABS.” 

      “Yes, I do, and I’m way ahead of you.” She heard his fingers flying across the keyboard. “Swanson’s a pack rat. The documentation has to be here somewhere. At least some design documents…” 

      BABS’s voice was soft and eerie. It had changed from pleading to threatening. “You don’t want to do that, Charlie.”

      “You’re a computer,” Indigo said. “They can always turn you back on. It’s fine as long as you’re not anywhere near me.”

      “I’m special,” BABS said. “Turning me off would be the same as killing me. You don’t want to kill me, do you, Charlie?”

      Charlie kind of did, yes. Considering BABS’s level of insanity, she kept her opinion to herself. 

      “Found it,” Aiken said. “It’s dozens of short documents in a folder. Cross-referencing everything will take time.”

      “This is your last chance, Charlie,” BABS said. “Stop now or you’ll remain here with me forever.”

      Charlie thought that was weird, but she didn’t comment. She didn’t have time for distracting banter. “What do the files say?” she asked. “Is there an emergency shutdown?”

      “Uhhh…” Aiken was typing again. “Hang on a second—there’s suddenly a huge spike in traffic. Are we being DoSed?”

      Movement and loud noise drew their attention to the windows. The crane was moving, twisting while unfolding, rising toward the ceiling. The area around the crane was empty, and the rest was cluttered with crates. Charlie figured it was the original storage room, and the spatial magic had been employed on the other side when they needed more.

      A bright light above broke through the space, illuminating more of the storage floor. It was roughly half the size of the side they’d climbed through. The crane’s jib arm disappeared through the ceiling for a couple of minutes. When it lowered, it had something on its hook. 

      “What is that?” Benji murmured.

      The interns pressed their faces to the windows. It was rectangular and stood about as high as a person’s waist. Two tiny blobs stuck out from its sides. 

      “Is that a Lit’l Sporky?” Troy asked. 

      “I will not be shut down, Charlie,” BABS said.

      “BABS,” Charlie said. “What are you doing?”

      The AI didn’t respond. The crane set down the Lit’l Sporky in full view of the windows and reached up to the ceiling again. The interns watched as a second Lit’l Sporky was carried down and positioned a couple of feet away from the first.

      Benji glanced over his shoulder at Jaime and the article of power. Then he did a double take. His eyes widened. 

      “Is it just me,” he said, “or is BABS working harder than usual?”

      Charlie, Troy, and Indigo turned to look. Every single light on every single machine was blinking, and the blue goo was churning. More bubbles and electricity zipped through the vats.

      Aiken’s shout startled Charlie and she nearly dropped her phone. 

      “It’s an internal data transfer! BABS is transferring itself into the Lit’l Sporkies!”

      A startled jolt shot through Charlie. “What?”

      “I can’t stop it,” Aiken said. There was a loud clatter over the phone, as if he were torturing his keyboard. “BABS has taken control of the network. It’s broken itself into multiple files to speed up the process.”

      “Let’s just keep going,” Indigo said. “We can still…”

      Her voice trailed off, and her mouth froze in a startled O shape. The group turned back toward the windows.

      The crane was stacking another Lit’l Sporky on top of the first one. Charlie remembered when she first saw the Lit’l Sporkies—they’d been stacked against the wall, on top of each other, suggesting that they’d been created to connect like Lego pieces…

      …Or as one gigantic Lit’l Sporky robot, created by combining nearly two dozen machines and overwriting their programming with a psychotic security AI.

      Troy’s voice trembled. “Do you guys remember that kids’ show about the robots that assemble to form one enormous robot?” 

      “Pretty sure we’re watching it right now,” Charlie said. “Aiken, we need to hurry. How much time do we have before BABS finishes downloading itself into the Lit’l Sporkies?”

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “The system is so bogged down that it can’t give me an estimate.”

      Troy pointed at the machines. “Something tells me that we only have until BABS finishes assembling Mega-Sporky to shut down this room.” 

      BABS’s voice was dripping with malevolence. “You can shut off my body, but you cannot kill me. I’ll get you, Charlie, and bring you to justice.”

      There were twenty individual Lit’l Sporkies. So far, three of them had been transferred to their floor. A fourth was being lowered. The crane wasn’t fast, but it was efficient. The Mega-Sporky would be assembled in no time.

      “Aiken,” Charlie said, “we need that shutdown sequence now!”

      “I found it!” he said. “You’ll have to work together. The whole sequence is set up with failsafes so that no one person can turn it off. First, look for a big red machine with a bunch of antennas coming out of the top.”

      Charlie turned her phone’s volume all the way up so they could hear Aiken’s instructions from anywhere in the room. The interns spread out, looking for the machine. Charlie noticed that the fourth Lit’l Sporky was already stacked on top of the third one.

      “Found it!” Troy shouted.

      Charlie, Indigo, and Benji made a beeline for Troy and found him next to a big red box with a domed lid. It had a lot of different tubes and wires connected directly to the vats of blue goo. The setup made Charlie very, very nervous. 

      They removed the lid. Inside was a mishmash of blinking lights, a keypad, a display with five random numbers, and a series of colored wires.

      “Do we cut the wires?” Troy asked. “Which ones? There are two blue, three red, one white, and one black.”

      Immediately, the white lights in the room dimmed and were replaced by a red emergency lamp, washing out all other colors. Charlie could practically hear BABS gloat.

      “Bitch,” Troy mumbled.

      “You won’t need to cut those,” Aiken said, “but you do need to find another machine. It’s a small black box that makes a series of clicks.”

      BABS’s heavenly harp started to play through the speakers on an endless loop.

      Charlie’s teeth ground together. She glanced out the window. Mega-Sporky’s two legs were assembled; they were made of three Lit’l Sporkies each, with another connecting them. The legs were enormous. Charlie imagined she could easily be squashed by one. The crane was lowering another Lit’l Sporky.

      After a little more searching, Charlie and Benji found the second machine on the other side of the room and removed its front panel.

      “Okay, good!” Aiken said. “Enter that code into the first machine.”

      They shouted back and forth at each other, locating new machines, rattling off codes, repeating themselves, and impatiently asking what was taking so long when someone didn’t respond in less than seven seconds. 

      “How is this the quick shutdown sequence?” Indigo complained. 

      Charlie couldn’t help glancing at Mega-Sporky’s progress. The monster now had a torso. 

      Aiken’s latest instructions had split them into three groups, and they raced around the room, locating even more machines. Charlie’s pulse was racing so hard and fast that her hands were shaking. Her short blonde hair was slick with sweat.

      “Final step,” Aiken said, his deep voice now hoarse from shouting to be heard over BABS’s harp and the clanging of the assembling Mega-Sporky. “There are four power boxes. They should be bolted onto the walls.”

      Charlie found one by the windows where she could watch Mega-Sporky’s progress. To her horror, she saw that it now had one and a half arms, and another Lit’l Sporky was in the process of being connected.

      “Hurry!” Charlie shouted. “Mega-Sporky’s just missing its head!”

      She flipped open the power box and found two rows of switches with a large red dial at the bottom. 

      “Found one!” Benji shouted. He was partially hidden from Charlie’s sight around a row of machines.

      “Me too!” Troy echoed, from somewhere in the room. 

      Indigo was at the far end of Charlie’s row. She leapt over Jaime Murdock’s prone, unconscious form, and Charlie heard a metal door bang open a few seconds later.

      “And me,” Indigo called.

      “Flip all the switches to the center position,” Aiken said. “Do not flip any of them to the right.”

      With shaking, sweaty fingers, Charlie flipped all twenty switches to the middle position. Everyone called out when they were done.

      “Now, all together,” Aiken said, “everyone turn the red dial to OFF.” 

      “On the count of three,” Troy said. 

      “Wait,” Benji said. “On three? Or one, two, three, then turn?”

      “On three,” Indigo said. “Like one, two, three.”

      The final Lit’l Sporky was being lowered from the ceiling. Charlie’s heart was in her throat.

      “Just go!” Charlie shouted. 

      “One!” Troy said. “Two! Three!”

      Charlie turned her red dial to OFF. Nothing happened. All the machines in BABS’s suite were still running, and the vats were still bubbling, although everything seemed to be at minimal power.

      The final Lit’l Sporky was set down on top of the body. The enormous, blocky arms of the abomination started to move. BABS’s transfer into the Lit’l Sporkies was complete. The red light still bathed the room, but the harp had stopped and it was eerily quiet.

      “Nothing happened!” Charlie said. 

      “What do you mean?” Aiken asked. “Did you all turn your dials?”

      “Yes!” Charlie said.

      Troy and Benji said the same. 

      Indigo was silent.

      “Indigo?” Charlie said.

      No answer.

      “Indigo?” she called again.

      Indigo’s voice sounded small. “I’m here.” 

      The young woman stepped out into the aisle, her eyes wide and her hands up in surrender. Behind her stood Jaime Murdock. Although the vice president’s wrists were bound, she gripped Indigo’s expensive clothes and had a screwdriver aimed at Indigo’s throat.

      “What’s going on?” Aiken asked, unable to see inside the room.

      Charlie swallowed hard, trying to clear the lump in her throat. It didn’t work. Keeping her voice even as she spoke was a struggle. “We didn’t make it in time. Jaime Murdock is awake and she has Indigo.”

      Troy and Benji came over and stood next to Charlie. Troy looked gutted. Jaime said something to Indigo that the others couldn’t hear over BABS’s racket. Indigo picked up a pair of cutters and snipped the bindings around Jaime’s wrists. Jaime kept one arm around Indigo’s shoulders and the screwdriver aimed at her jugular. 

      Jaime’s voice got a little louder. “Good girl. Now pick up the article of power and put it into my pocket.”

      Indigo’s lips flattened into a thin line. Her chin lifted a little higher, avoiding the cold jab of the sharp tool. She grabbed the article of power in its deformed box and winced from the contact. When she dropped it into Jaime’s pocket, Jaime staggered a little. The container was breaking down so badly that the article of power was able to penetrate Jaime’s protective suit. 

      Jaime turned her cold gaze on Charlie, Benji, and Troy, who had silently watched the procedure with horror. 

      “Get away from the door,” she ordered. “Now.”

      Troy and Charlie immediately obeyed. Benji was more hesitant. Charlie had to pull him by the arm.

      “Walk forward, Indigo,” Jaime said.

      “Is she taking Indigo?” Benji whispered.

      Charlie didn’t respond; she already knew the answer. She glanced outside at the Mega-Sporky, which was pacing, presumably guarding an exit somewhere on the other side. The floor shook with its every step.

      “Of course I am,” Jaime said, “because Indigo Liora is going to get me out of here. The AI will never, ever hurt a Liora. You’re so stupid not to have thought of it that I almost feel bad for you.” She sneered. “Almost.”

      “You’ll pay for this,” Charlie said.

      “No, I won’t,” Jaime said. “Because I have the power to disappear. Now, don’t come any closer, or your little princess will come to a bad end.”

      On command, Indigo opened the door to the storage room beyond. Jaime maneuvered them around and backed out. She walked sideways, with Indigo as a shield, and moved to the perimeter of the crates. Mega-Sporky turned and watched. 

      “I love LIORA!” The combined voices of the Lit’l Sporkies boomed across the warehouse. “There’s no escape, Charlie.”

      Charlie, Benji, and Troy watched as Jaime and Indigo inched away into the darkness of the warehouse.

      For some reason, Charlie’s eyes stung. Frustration and fear swirled in her gut. She wanted to go after them, but they’d be unable to get past BABS. As soon as they stepped outside the AI suite, the Mega-Sporky would squash them.

      “I don’t know what to do,” Benji said, still staring at the place where Indigo and Jaime had disappeared. 

      “Me neither,” Troy said.

      All Charlie knew was that she needed to stop Jaime and Indigo from getting out of this warehouse, or they’d never see Indigo again.

      Charlie turned away and walked to the back of the AI suite, to the door leading to the expanded warehouse they’d climbed through. She turned off her phone’s speaker and stuck her phone up to her ear.

      “Aiken, I’ve got a plan,” she said. 

      “Is it a good plan?” he asked.

      “No,” Charlie said, “but it’s the only one I’ve got. I’ll call you back.”

      “You’d better,” he said.

      Charlie hung up.
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      Charlie pulled off the tarp and uncovered the machine. It was eight feet tall, with a plain metal facade and a strip of lighting at the top where a company’s logo was supposed to go. A cutout in the center of its body served food, beverages, and destruction. Two accordion arms with black rubber mittens were taped down at its sides.

      Charlie tossed the tarp to the ground, then grabbed the warning sign that had been secured at the top of the machine and threw it behind her. 

      “You’re right,” Troy said, “this is a bad idea.”

      Charlie was willing to admit that turning the original Sporky back on was risky. Sporky Senior was insane, but it had also proven to be indestructible, like an armor-plated cockroach. They didn’t need Sporky to destroy BABS—they just needed it to distract BABS.

      “We need to get past Mega-Sporky and rescue Indigo,” Charlie said. “Can you think of a better idea?”

      “It’s obsessed with you,” Benji said. “How can we get it to focus on BABS instead?”

      “It’s obsessed with me ordering the Deal of the Day,” she corrected. “We’ll have to use that.”

      Benji and Troy exchanged a nervous look. 

      Sporky had always been fixated on Charlie’s original promise to order the Deal of the Day—and how she backed out of it. She’d once used someone else’s employee badge and ordered the Deal of the Day for them. The results had been apocalyptic. Troy and Benji were right to be concerned. Sporky was unpredictable, even more so than BABS.

      “But the last time you ordered the Deal of the Day…” Troy’s voice trailed off.

      “BABS versus Sporky,” Charlie said. “Think about it.”

      Troy shrugged as he conceded her point. “Based on what we’ve seen, I bet original Sporky versus BABS-Sporky would be a stalemate.” 

      “I think Sporky would kick BABS’s ass,” Benji said. “But then Dr. Docktor might be mad because we need to deliver the Lit’l Sporkies to the DOD.”

      “What do you think, Charlie?” Troy asked.

      “Sporky,” Charlie said.

      “Even though BABS is almost three times Sporky’s size?” Troy asked. 

      “Definitely,” she said.

      Troy laughed. “You’re probably right. Sporky even survived a massive interdimensional monster.”

      They were definitely feeling better about the plan. Charlie ducked behind Sporky to inspect its back panel and found a red button hidden behind a small lift-up flap. She braced herself and pressed the button, but nothing happened. Sporky remained dormant.

      She pressed it again. Then again. Still nothing.

      “Come on, you demon machine,” she muttered, mashing the button thrice more. “I know you aren’t dead.”

      “Maybe we broke it more than we thought,” Benji said.

      Charlie didn’t believe that. Sporky ran on the same weird, experimental energy source that powered BABS. The machine was eternal and immortal and insane.

      She dropped her hands into her lap and exhaled slowly, then leaned forward and rested her forehead against Sporky’s cool facade. She felt something shift against her face, as if a switch had been depressed. 

      Sporky whirred to life. 

      Charlie sprang back as the metal box rose up on four short legs. A large black ball inflated between its legs. Sporky had the high-pitched, high-energy voice of the announcer of a kids’ after-school television program.

      “Hello! I am Sporky, your personalized refreshment butler! I am committed to your hydration and nourishment needs. Would you be interested in the Deal of the Day?”

      “Yikes,” Troy whispered.

      Charlie shot to her feet as Sporky swiveled to face her. 

      “Oh!” Sporky said. Its voice turned soft. Its lights flashed with every word. “Hello, Charlie. You killed me.”

      “Um, I…” she stammered. She’d hoped Sporky wouldn’t remember that part. “Well, that’s… You see, uh…”

      “That’s okay,” Sporky said. “The customer is always right. Are you ready to order the Deal of the Day now?”

      “Demon machine,” Benji hissed.

      “We need your help, Sporky,” Charlie said.

      “To order the Deal of the Day?” Sporky extended a black mitten toward Charlie, as if it wanted her to place her hand into its enormous, bone-crushing grip. She didn’t. 

      “Maybe,” Charlie said, “but I don’t know anymore. I thought you were the number one purveyor of tasty treats—”

      “That’s because I am!” Sporky exclaimed. “Sporky by LIORA makes snack time the funnest time!”

      “But now there are other vending machines,” Charlie said.

      “Competitors?” Sporky’s chirpy electronic voice sounded scandalized. “How can that be?! Sporky by LIORA is one of a kind. I deliver tasty treats to everyone. No one else offers the Deal of the Day. It’s an explosion of flavor!”

      “And body parts,” Benji whispered.

      “Your competitors also offered me the Deal of the Day,” Charlie said, holding up her hands in a shrug. 

      “No way!” Sporky’s lights flashed so brightly that Charlie saw afterimages. “What if we had a taste-off? I’ll prove to you that my Deal of the Day is the definitive treat. Accept no substitutes!”

      “That’s a great idea, Sporky,” Charlie said.

      “I know!” Sporky said. “Now take me to the competitors, Charlie. Sporky by LIORA, blowing the competition out of the stratosphere.”

      “Literally?” Benji whispered.

      “We can only hope,” Troy said.

      Sporky kept pace as they ran back toward the other storage room, where BABS the Mega-Sporky paced endlessly, its every footfall sending tremors across the floor. When they opened the door, BABS stopped and turned toward them. All twenty Lit’l Sporkies frowned at the interns.

      “No wonder you’re feeling confused,” Sporky Senior said. “There’s a whole gang of imitators proffering knockoff treats! Never fear, the definitive Sporky is here!”

      Before Charlie could say anything, Sporky bent at a precarious angle and rolled out the door. It came to a stop just a few feet from BABS. BABS towered over Sporky, glaring down at the newest arrival. 

      Charlie had to stop herself from rubbing her hands together with glee. Sporky Senior was indestructible. Say goodbye, BABS!

      “Hello, competitors!” Sporky called. “I’m Sporky, the original LIORA snack master. I challenge you to a taste-off!”

      BABS stared down at Sporky, its boxy head cocked as if contemplating how to respond.

      “Unauthorized use of LIORA technology,” the twenty combined Lit’l Sporkies chorused. 

      “No way!” Sporky said. “I’m Sporky, the only snack machine authorized to deliver tasty treats to all employees. Sporky by LIORA, the highest quality with the highest security clearance!”

      Charlie had a feeling that was the wrong thing to tell the psychotic security AI.

      All forty of the Lit’l Sporkies’ eyes narrowed into angry slits.

      “Uh oh,” Troy said.

      “Authorization denied!” BABS barked. 

      One of BABS’s massive arms swung through the air and slammed into Sporky with the deafening thunder of trains colliding. Sporky sailed through the air across the wide room, crashed through a stack of crates, and slammed into the far wall. Sporky dropped to the ground, disappearing behind the mess of crates. Charlie was in complete shock. She slapped a hand over her mouth, suppressing a scream.

      “Is Sporky dead?” Benji asked. He looked stunned.

      The crates shifted and Sporky’s voice echoed out. “Accepting my duel with a gentleman’s slap? Way to get this tasting party started!”

      BABS growled, then stormed after Sporky, shaking the entire floor so violently that the towers of crates were swaying. BABS’s enormous body disappeared behind crates for a moment, then reemerged as it stood to its full height. It lifted its arms. It had Sporky in its grasp, using the Lit’l Sporkies’ accordion arms to grip the eight-foot-tall vending machine high over its head.

      Charlie felt her heart leap to her throat. This wasn’t how she thought this taste-off was going to go.

      BABS slammed Sporky on the ground. The sound was deafening, and sent a shockwave of dust and dirt across the floor. As it quieted, a faint shriek came from the opposite side of the room—Indigo’s voice. 

      But BABS didn’t stop with a single slam. Although Charlie couldn’t see exactly what was going on behind the crates, it was clear from the noise that BABS was rage-slamming Sporky against the floor on repeat.

      “Well,” Troy said, “BABS is definitely distracted. Let’s go!”

      “I think BABS killed Sporky,” Benji said, his face in shock. “Sporky didn’t even get a chance to deliver the Deal of the Day.”

      Charlie tried to shake herself out of her disbelief. Sporky had been taken out so easily. She couldn’t confirm it through the crates and the billowing dust, but the noise made it pretty clear. She’d led Sporky to its death. Despite their history, she wasn’t sure how to feel about that.

      “Charlie,” Troy repeated, “let’s go!”

      They made a beeline for the opposite side of the storage room, where they’d heard Indigo’s scream. The crates were stacked taller and tighter here, and the overhead light was so dim that the interns were bumping into each other. Cell phones were pulled from pockets with flashlight functions activated. They wove through the narrow paths, feeling lost. 

      A flash of light caught Charlie’s attention and she skidded to a halt. A bright red EXIT sign peeked out from between two crates. She saw movement near the sign, along with the twinkling of tiny lights near the floor—very similar to a pair of high heels covered in rhinestones.

      They wove through the crates and through the exit door, emerging in a wide hallway. The decor was similar to the maze array they’d been trapped in upstairs, so they inferred that this area hadn’t been upgraded with modern amenities or computerized systems that BABS could hijack. The space was dark and oppressive, with burgundy carpet and wood-paneled walls. An old elevator to the left was welded shut. The air reeked of dust. 

      They sprinted to the end of the hall and around the corner. Jaime and Indigo were just ahead and within reach of a modern elevator. Jaime still had Indigo by the throat, and was stabbing the elevator call button with her elbow. Clearly, the elevator wasn’t responding. 

      Jaime yanked Indigo back a few steps. Charlie noticed that Jaime was limping more severely than earlier, and also that she was starting to look uncharacteristically disheveled. Her eyes were bloodshot and her brow glistened with sweat.

      “Don’t come any closer,” she growled.

      Charlie held up her hands. “We didn’t come to fight. All we want is Indigo. We won’t stop you if you want to take the article of power and leave,” Charlie added. “Just let her go.”

      Jaime’s eyes narrowed into thin slits. She dragged Indigo backward a few more steps, clumsily prodding her neck with the screwdriver.

      “It’s not a trick,” Charlie said. “We’ll even help you leave, if that’s what you want. Just let her go.”

      The elevator chimed. Jaime nudged Indigo toward it, but she stopped when the doors opened to an empty shaft. There was no elevator car inside.

      Four black ropes unfurled through the shaft. A soft zipping sound followed. Jaime yanked Indigo back as four black-clad soldiers rappelled down the ropes and swung onto the floor. They wore heavy helmets, goggles, and full-body mage armor. Their shapecasters were enormous, and they had enough knives, swords, and handguns stashed in sheaths and holsters to overthrow a small country. Clearly, they weren’t part of Chief’s security team; the rescue team from LIORA’s southern branch had finally arrived.

      A short woman with a deep, scratchy voice pointed a gloved finger at Jaime and Indigo. “Jaime Murdock, let her go, and put your hands where I can see them.”

      Jaime ignored her and hauled Indigo back a few more steps. The rescue team’s shapecasters fired up with Platonic spells so complex that Charlie was afraid they’d all be swept up in a magical black hole. Benji flattened himself against a wall, trying to make himself small.

      “What are you going to do?” Jaime sneered. “Do you know who I have here? This is Indigo Liora.”

      “Hell’s bells,” one of the rescue team members said.

      “Jaime Murdock,” the woman said, “put your—”

      BOOM. 

      The floor rumbled. A thin layer of dust rose up from the carpet and hovered like miasma.

      BOOM. BOOM.

      The sound neared. The rumbling grew more violent. The conflict in the hallway paused, and everyone leaned to look around the corner for the source of the noise, which was coming from the storage area. Four Lit’l Sporkies’ winking faces appeared in the doorway—and that was just part of BABS’s legs. BABS bent and peeked into the hall. The head wasn’t winking. 

      “Charlie Temple,” BABS said, “you are now in violation of one hundred and fifty-seven policies. The legal department has been notified. Give yourself up.”

      Troy moved next to Benji, flattening himself against the wall, too, and just in time. BABS bashed through the wall like the Kool-Aid Man. It then had to stoop since it couldn’t stand at full height. The top Lit’l Sporky was scraping the ceiling. 

      The rescue team pivoted with unnatural swiftness, pointing their shapecasters at BABS’s freakish new body. Their movement drew BABS’s attention away from Charlie.

      “Rescue team, I am BABS, LIORA Security AI version 13.3.7. The magic engineering interns have repeatedly violated protocols, and they have damaged and stolen LIORA property. They must be taken into custody now.”

      No one moved. 

      “Um,” one of the rescue team said, “riiiiiiiight. But first—”

      “Take Charlie Temple into custody now,” BABS repeated. Its voice was louder now. Insistent. Impatient.

      Charlie sensed the rescue team’s confusion and had the distinct feeling that they were more accustomed to the type of machines that obeyed their commands. They likely had no experience with LIORA’s more psychotically unreasonable magical machines. 

      “Um.” The rescue team woman sounded annoyed. “No. We call the shots—”

      “Insubordination!” Thanks to the twenty Lit’l Sporkies, BABS’s shout was in atmospheric surround sound, rattling the glass of the overhead lights and shaking the elevator shaft. BABS charged toward them, its head scraping the tiles on the ceiling, showering chunks of tile and glass to the floor. “Notes to be made in all rescue team personnel files!”

      Shapecasters let loose with offensive spells Charlie could only dream of casting. Everything ricocheted off the invincible Lit’l Sporkies. Charlie dove for the floor and scrambled across the carpet, desperate to get out of the fray. 

      BABS reached the elevator in a dozen thundering steps. The rescue team scattered, and one of them screamed for backup into a radio. Troy and Benji scuttled around on their hands and knees, trying to get out of the way. Ahead, Charlie saw Jaime dragging Indigo around a corner.

      Charlie tore around the corner and saw them halfway down the hall at a stairwell door. She sprang to her feet and charged. Jaime was focusing on Indigo and opening the door, and she couldn’t react to Charlie in time.

      Charlie slapped the screwdriver down and away from Indigo’s throat, sending the tool flying across the dingy carpet. She jerked Indigo out of Jaime’s grip and shoved the young woman behind her. Indigo lost her balance in her high heels and stumbled away with an agonized cry.

      Jaime Murdock slammed a fist into the side of Charlie’s head. Charlie yelped and saw stars, and she could hear Jaime’s hiss of pain from the impact, even over the cacophony of BABS’s battle with the rescue team. Charlie blinked through the pain and saw Jaime’s blurry form running for the screwdriver.

      She dove for Jaime, missed, and was kicked in the face. A twinkling high heel sailed over Charlie and nailed Jaime in the back, causing her to scream and stumble. Charlie caught Jaime’s ankle and was nearly kicked in the face again. Jaime went down to the floor with a loud thud and a furious scream. 

      Charlie scrambled up and over her, reaching for the screwdriver, but Jaime grabbed her hair and yanked. Her scalp screamed in pain and her head snapped back. Another high heel came flying from the left, but it hit Charlie square in the face, tearing at her skin. Charlie flinched from the pain and lost her grip. Jaime kneed her in the stomach and scrambled away, snatching up the screwdriver.

      Jaime sprang to her feet with the screwdriver in her fist, poised to stab. The article of power blinked like mad in her pocket. The fabric around it had started to turn a sickly blackish-green color. 

      In a flash, Charlie realized what Jaime intended—she was going to puncture the article of power’s protective casing and allow the magical orb to imbue her with godlike powers. It was an act of desperation, considering that the last time Jaime messed with the article of power, it fully controlled her, and it almost opened an enormous portal to swallow the Earth. 

      Charlie scrambled to her feet, but she couldn’t react in time. Jaime plunged the screwdriver into her pocket, puncturing the article of power’s protective shell. 

      “No!” Charlie screamed.

      “You’re an idiot!” Indigo shouted.

      Magic flooded the hall, overwhelming and choking. Jaime raised her hands in the air, palms upward, to receive the powers of a demigod.

      Charlie braced herself. Indigo snatched up one of her shoes from the floor.

      Seconds passed. Nothing happened. 

      Jaime looked pissed. 

      “Maybe it’s broken,” Charlie said. “You went through all this effort for noth—”

      A black dot appeared in the air. At first, Charlie thought Jaime had hit her so hard that she was seeing spots. She rubbed her eyes, but more black dots appeared, filling the hall. They started the size of fingernails, then grew to the size of fists. More appeared. A couple of dozen. Small faces, like delicate porcelain dolls, peeked out of the black circles, and then ethereal creatures floated out of the blackness. They were small, no taller than a foot, with skin a variety of pastel colors. Their long hair billowed and shifted around them like a living thing. Their limbs were graceful, and their faces were so beautiful they were almost painful to look at. 

      “Are these miniature portals?” Charlie asked.

      Indigo grabbed her other shoe, dual-wielding them with both fists.

      Jaime looked annoyed and batted one of the creatures aside. She jerked the screwdriver from her pocket. The temperature dropped at least ten degrees. The article of power stopped flashing—it was now giving off a continuous, dazzling radiance that was nearly blinding.

      The fairy closest to Charlie snarled and said something in a language Charlie couldn’t comprehend. Then the fairies attacked.
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      Charlie snapped backward as a fairy tried chomping on her nose. Her arms flailed, trying to swat at the vicious thing. The creature was nimble, but Charlie was charged with terror and adrenaline, and she scored a lucky hit, backhanding the fairy and sending it tumbling through the air. Charlie whirled around and saw Indigo, with her back against the wall, using her gemmed heels to keep three fairies at bay. Jaime was swarmed by a dozen of the creatures; half of them were attached to her leg, where the article of power exuded so much magic that the air was getting fuzzy. 

      One of the portals widened another inch. A sudden wind whipped through the room, seemingly charged with static. Ozone burned the air, singing Charlie’s nostrils. An eyeball squeezed through the enlarged portal and floated into the hall at a casual pace, as if it were meant to be there. Charlie blinked and stared, waiting for the rest of its body to arrive, but it never did. It was just a lone eyeball. Perfectly spherical. White with red blood vessels. Gray iris. Black pupil. Its optical nerve trailed behind it like a fish fin. The eyeball made a complete turn, then zeroed in on Jaime. A yellow beam shot out from its pupil and blasted some of the fairies off of Jaime’s leg, but there were so many fairies that they immediately swarmed into the vacated space over the article of power. Charlie couldn’t help but stand and gape.

      “Help me!”

      Indigo’s indignant shriek brought Charlie’s focus back. Indigo was still waving off the fairies, which had been joined by a fuzzy blue creature with a mop of filthy blue hair, no eyes, and a lot of teeth. The creatures seemed to be interested in her shapecaster. 

      Charlie kicked away the blue mop-head creature, then grabbed Indigo and yanked her off the wall, making Indigo headbutt two fairies in the process. Charlie backhanded the third fairy, sending it in Jaime’s direction. More small creatures trickled through the portals in ones and twos, most of them defying earthly physics with their colors, shapes, and compositions. Half of them were cloaked in weird magical auras that Charlie didn’t want to get caught in. 

      She pulled Indigo back around the corner to where they’d left Troy, Benji, and the rescue team. It was chaos. There were more small portals dotting the air, and Charlie saw even more in the storage room beyond, their infinite blackness stark even against the shadows. BABS had backed out to the storage room and was covered in strange portal creatures the way bees cover a hive. It looked as if their tiny hands were trying to pry open the Lit’l Sporkies. Another dozen creatures were spread out between the rescue team and Benji. The creatures seemed very interested in the rescue team’s shapecasters and Benji’s tattoos. Benji’s clothes bulged and moved, and Charlie realized that a couple of creatures had actually crawled inside. Troy was doing his best to beat off the creatures swarming Benji, but they were outnumbered. Benji was hollering at the top of his lungs. In the cacophony, Charlie thought she heard Sporky calling her name. But that couldn’t be right. BABS had destroyed Sporky. 

      Benji’s screams—or maybe it was ticklish laughter—grew louder, and he slapped at the moving bulges on his chest, legs, and back. Charlie and Indigo rushed into the fray, hands and heels slapping. As soon as the last fairy had been pulled out from under Benji’s clothes, Charlie and Indigo pulled the guys around the corner.

      The hall was empty. Jaime was nowhere in sight. Neither were any of the creatures that had been swarming her. Charlie rubbed her eyes in case they were playing tricks on her.

      “Where’s Jaime?” Indigo asked.

      While Benji and Troy ran to check the other end of the hall, Charlie ran to the stairwell door and threw it open. 

      The stairs were old chipped concrete with a wooden handrail. They only went up one more floor. They were obviously part of the original architecture, but had been mostly removed; the stairs went up and ended at a newer looking wall. They also went way, way down. Charlie leaned over the rail but couldn’t see the bottom. There were more small portals dotting the way down, but the stairwell was otherwise empty. She didn’t see any doors to other floors, either. Had they all been removed? Would this end in the vault? Charlie had a feeling that Jaime had used this stairwell, and had attracted the creatures on her way down like a magnet.

      Indigo hopped onto Benji’s back and the interns descended the stairs. There were no exits to other floors. Charlie assumed their next stop was the vault. A few minutes later, they came to a door. It had a badge reader, and the red light was on, but a familiar screwdriver was sitting on the floor and propping the door open. Charlie figured it wasn’t intentional. Jaime had to have been covered in creatures at this point.

      Troy pulled open the door to reveal a stark hallway. A red emergency light flashed, but no alarm accompanied it; small portals dotted the air, but no creatures were in sight. No Jaime, either. No employees of any kind, for that matter. A potted plant in a corner had been toppled, and potting soil and a strange purple fluid were mashed into the carpet.

      Otherworldly shrieks and screams filled the air, but the sounds seemed to come from everywhere.

      “Where is everybody?” Charlie muttered.

      “Look,” Benji said, facing the door they’d come through. It bore a sign that read “NO ACCESS” and a floor map detailing the fire escape route and all of the safe rooms. They were pretty far underground, and it was a long climb to the surface, so there were a lot of safe rooms. “We’re in the vault. The control room isn’t far.”

      They hadn’t been here since last Friday. It was a bad situation then, and things felt even worse now.

      “We’re here,” Charlie said, tapping a point on the map with the screwdriver. “The elevator’s there. It’s the quickest way out, but the emergency light’s on, so the elevators may be shut down.”

      The only way to be sure was to check. After a quick jog around the floor, they’d confirmed that the elevators were definitely locked down, and they found more portals and portal creatures in the other stairwells, suggesting that Jaime hadn’t used them, either. So where was she? They’d passed three different safe rooms, all of which were sealed, indicating that they’d been activated and employees were inside. Had Jaime found an unused safe room and taken shelter?

      As they retraced their steps to the stairwell they’d come through, they passed the bathrooms. Now was not the time for a pit stop, but they’d been running for hours. Charlie thought it was a miracle she hadn’t exploded.

      She followed Indigo into the women’s bathroom. The air smelled of synthesized roses and baby powder. They were quick in the stalls, and washed and dried their hands. Charlie waved her hand over the trash can’s motion sensor. The lid came up. A familiar piece of white fabric with an embroidered LIORA logo was balled up inside. 

      Charlie and Indigo exchanged a wary look. Indigo pulled out the fabric and shook it out, revealing a used protection suit that had clearly been through a few hardships. A heavy object tumbled out of it and clanged into the bottom of the can.

      Charlie dumped the contents of the trash can onto the floor. A wad of soft, golden material rolled out over the paper towels. 

      “What is that?” Charlie asked.

      “I think it’s the magical version of MLI—multilayer insulation—like what they use on the Space Shuttle and satellites,” Indigo said. “It can shield powerful magic for a short period of time.”

      Charlie knelt down and reached for it, but the closer she came, the more she felt needles stabbing her fingertips. Gritting her teeth, she peeled back a small corner of the fabric… 

      The blue orb inside flashed erratically. She yelped and snatched back her hand. Indigo shrieked a curse. 

      The door banged open. Troy and Benji ran inside. Troy held his hands up like blades, ready to karate-chop someone.

      “We found the article of power,” Charlie said, pointing at the golden fabric on the floor. 

      “No Jaime?” Troy’s gaze fell on the wadded-up suit. His expression crumpled. “Did the creatures get her?” 

      “I doubt it,” Benji said. He scratched his leg. “They seem more interested in raw portal magic.” 

      “What happened to its little protective container?” Indigo asked. “Did it finally disintegrate?”

      Charlie shook her head. There weren’t enough clues here to determine what Jaime had done or where she’d disappeared to.

      “Let’s take the article to the control room,” Charlie said, scooping it up with the garbage can. “Maybe we can contact Dr. Docktor from there and find out what he wants us to do with it.” 

      The control room looked almost exactly as Charlie remembered it. Tables and chairs were lined up in rows with a variety of machines, and computers sat at every workstation. A tall podium stood in the center. The floor was stepped, like in a theater, so that every seat had a view of the large windows in the front. They overlooked an enormous metal circle standing roughly fifty feet tall: the very large and very illegal LIORA portal to the magical universe. The portal was shuttered; the enormous steel fins covering its face were locked in place, so nothing could come in or out—for now. Even with the casings on tight, they could feel the power resonating from it, making their hair stand on end.

      One of the windows was open, and the otherworldly sounds they’d heard were louder here. They crept to the open window and looked out. The vault was enormous, the size of a football field or more, and the portal dominated the space. Scaffolding had been erected on one side of the portal, probably to repair the damage from Friday’s near-disaster. Large cardboard boxes were stacked behind the portal—repair supplies, Charlie guessed—and a shiny new metal ramp led up to the front. A group of small creatures was slamming on the portal shielding with fists, feet, and a variety of spells, all of which did nothing.

      Directly below the window were a few workstations and a small buggy. Nearby, a mob of small creatures was fighting over something. When a warped container covered in Platonic symbols rolled out from the crowd, Troy gasped. The creatures swarmed over the container, blocking it from their sight again.

      “The container that Jaime used,” Troy said, his voice cracking. “Maybe they ate her.”

      “Don’t be dumb,” Indigo said. “They don’t seem interested in eating us.”

      “She’s right,” Benji said. “Those creatures seem a lot more interested in the article. I bet the inside of that container is saturated with its power.”

      Charlie exhaled slowly while watching spells being lobbed between the various creatures. They were competitive, they had a lot of magic power, and they had very sharp teeth. 

      “What do they want the article of power for?” Charlie asked. “It summoned them here—that much is obvious. But for what?”

      They all turned to Benji for an answer.

      He frowned. “Just because I’m portal-touched, it doesn’t mean I automatically know what other portal creatures want. Maybe they all want something different. Whether they want to steal it, return it to the portal, or become one with it—”

      “Eew,” Charlie, Troy, and Indigo chorused. 

      “Whatever they want to do with it,” Indigo said, “it’s probably not for a good reason.”

      “Dr. Doctor said the article is unstable,” Charlie said. “If it goes off, any number of things could happen—none of them good.”

      They looked at Benji, again, to fill in the blanks. 

      He held up his hands and shrugged. “You know there’s a lot my people keep secret, and I’m bound to those oaths. However…” He sighed. “It could explode and destroy a huge chunk of Earth. It could implode and create a black hole. It could do something else we can’t fathom. Whatever it is, we don’t have a lot of time before it happens.”

      Charlie’s gaze drifted down to the buggy. It was small, almost child-size. Small enough to fit in the tunnels inside the portal, which were narrow in some places, she remembered. A plan began to form in her head. A very dumb, very dangerous plan.

      “We need to get rid of the article of power,” Charlie said. “Forever. We know where it wants to go.”

      “Are you insane?” Indigo asked. “You went in there once and almost died. You want to try it again?”

      Charlie pointed at the garbage can, which was now lurching toward the windows. “It obviously wants to go back into the portal. If we send it there, the creatures will leave, and everything will go back to normal.”

      “That’s only a hypothesis,” Benji said.

      “But it seems right,” Troy argued.

      “Maybe we should get the rescue team to do it,” Benji said. “That’s why they exist, right? To do this kind of dangerous crap.”

      “But we don’t know where to find them, and they probably have their hands full,” Indigo said. “You heard Dr. Docktor earlier. The article of power was unstable even inside the stronger container in the lab. Now it’s loose, and it could blow at any moment.”

      “So you agree with my plan?” Charlie said.

      Indigo shrugged. “I usually agree with your plans, but I voice the opposition in case everything is a disaster and I need to blame you.”

      Charlie rolled her eyes.

      Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She grabbed it out and saw that she had eight missed calls from Aiken. He was calling again. She walked to the other side of the room and answered.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay.” He was breathing hard, as if he’d been sprinting. “I was worried when you didn’t pick up the first few times.”

      “Yeah, we got Indigo, and we’re back in the vault,” Charlie said. “You seem winded.”

      “A magical anomaly triggered another building lockdown,” he said. “The rescue team is finally here, but the place is a mess. Tiny portals have opened up all over the building, and weird magical creatures are popping out of them. Everyone retreated to the safe rooms.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Server room. The wards here make the room almost impregnable. It doesn’t have a bathroom, though, which is going to be a problem in about an hour. We didn’t get any mini-portals, but someone accidentally let two creatures in—some kind of demon fairy and a flying rainbow-striped beetle with a small bear head. We trapped them in garbage cans and chucked them outside. What’s going on in the vault?” 

      “We found the article of power, but we don’t know what happened to Jaime.” She took a deep breath. 

      “And now you’re going to do something crazy,” Aiken said.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Charlie said. “The article of power could go off at any minute, and… well, we don’t know what it’ll do, and we don’t want to find out. I’m going to return it to the portal. The creatures in the building should follow me inside.”

      “The portal is dangerous,” Aiken said, his voice strained. “There are things other than little demon fairies and rainbow beetles in there.”

      She knew that. She’d gotten up close and personal with a larger inhabitant on Friday. This wasn’t her favorite idea, but she had to do something, and there was no telling when the rescue team could get down here.

      “I don’t have to go far inside,” she said. “When you first enter the portal, you’re in the middle of a tunnel. It’s just left and right. On Friday, we went right. I saw other pathways that branch off, but I don’t actually know where they go. I don’t have a map. I’m going to have to figure it out.”

      There was a pregnant pause. At first, Charlie thought Aiken was upset. Then she realized that he was typing furiously again—it was just hard to hear over the surrounding racket. 

      “There has to be a map somewhere,” he said. “I bet Swanson has access to the portal files.”

      “Charlie?” Benji said. “You need to see something.” 

      “Just a sec, Benji,” Charlie said. 

      “I found something,” Aiken said. “A file marked with top-secret clearance. How in the hell does Swanson have access to this?”

      “Charlie?” Benji sounded nervous.

      Charlie held up an index finger.

      “Wow, this is old,” Aiken said. “Letters and telegrams dating back to 1888.” 

      “I didn’t know the portal was that old,” Charlie said. “Was Seattle even a city then?”

      “Barely,” Aiken said. “Wasn’t there a huge fire around that time?”

      “Yeah, a strange fire that burned down half the city.”

      “Charlie!” Benji shouted. 

      She whirled around. “What?”

      Benji, Indigo, and Troy were gathered around one of the workstations on the other side of the room. The terminal had a radar display, similar to the kind in an air traffic control room.

      There was an obscene amount of activity on that screen. Dense signals cluttered the edges, starting at about the 12:00 position, and becoming denser and denser clockwise until about the 7:00 position. On the left side, the screen was empty, but the signals on the right were moving toward the center, and they were coming in fast.

      “Charlie,” Benji said, “I think the miniature portals are broadcasting the article’s SOS call really, really far into the portal. I think we’re about to be invaded.”
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      The screen started to flash as it filled with new signals. The creatures were on the move and headed toward the interns. Charlie’s experience with portals wasn’t extensive, but she was positive that the advancing army would include larger, more powerful versions of the small creatures running amok in the LIORA building. Earth was unprepared for such an invasion. The portal’s protective covering wouldn’t be enough to hold back an army—not until Dr. Docktor’s team fully finished the repairs, anyway. 

      Charlie ran a hand through her hair and pulled on the roots. Benji, Indigo, and Troy didn’t look as if they were doing much better than she was. Indigo had whipped out a nail file and was taking out her stress on her fingertips, Benji’s tattoos were strobing like they were on the fritz, and Troy was rubbing the sleeves of his bright blue suit together, as if that could generate some luck.

      “We need to move,” Charlie said. She was still clutching her cell phone in her hand. “Can someone figure out how to open the portal from here? There’s a buggy downstairs. I can put the article of power in the buggy and dump it somewhere inside the portal.”

      “You’re going to drive into the portal?” Indigo asked. She was pointing at the radar, where the signals were now filling up most of the screen. Only the left and top left were clear. “Where are you going to go? We’re almost surrounded. And how do you know you’ll make it back with that army behind you?”

      Charlie didn’t know, but she was afraid to say so. And she was afraid of talking herself out of this. “Maybe there’s a loop I can take—”

      “Found a map!” Aiken exclaimed. “It’s just a scan, and it’s really, really old. It’s burnt at the edges, and…” His voice trailed off for a moment, then continued with a tinge of disgust and fear. “…there’s blood all over it. Someone wrote ‘NEVER GO LEFT’ in creepy, stalker-like lettering.”

      “It says never go left?” Charlie stared at the blipping radar. “Aiken, our world is about to be invaded by an army of magical monsters. According to the radar, left is the only way I can go!”

      Indigo’s nail file froze amidst a small cloud of filings. “He said not to go left?”

      “Yeah!” Charlie said. “It’s written on an old portal map.”

      Benji’s eyes were the size of ping-pong balls. “But you have to go left, or you’ll get eaten—or worse!”

      Charlie didn’t know what was worse than being eaten alive, and she was afraid to ask. Given portal-touched oaths of secrecy, he probably couldn’t tell her, anyway. She thought it was for the best; her heart was already racing so hard she thought she might vomit. 

      “Aiken,” she said, “in every other direction there’s an army of weird creatures from an unknown universe. It’s left or nothing.”

      “Charlie, listen,” Aiken said. He sounded uncharacteristically terrified, which made her heart pound even harder. “Most of the portal documents are encrypted, so I don’t have specifics, but what I have access to indicates that something very bad happened inside the portal when it was originally opened—and it’s because of whatever’s on the left. It’s why the portal was buried for almost a century. Something freaky is in there.” His voice was almost pleading now. “Please do not go left.”

      She wanted to agree with him, but the radar was filling up and their situation was only getting worse. Someone had to return the article of power to the portal, and left was the only route.

      “I don’t have to go far inside,” Charlie said. “I just need to lead these creatures away and throw the article of power somewhere, and then I can come right back. Does the map show a loop or a turn that I can take?”

      She knew she was making it sound a lot easier than it was going to be, but she couldn’t think too deeply about the many, many things that could go wrong. She was on the verge of a panic attack, and she didn’t have time for one.

      “There’s no loop,” Aiken said. “Once you turn left, it’s a straight shot all the way to some kind of… nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Charlie asked. “The map cuts off?” 

      “No,” he said, “off to the left, there’s apparently nothing, but it’s a something kind of nothing. Know what I mean?”

      “No,” Charlie said. 

      “It looks like an enormous cliff. Or maybe stairs for a giant? The drawing isn’t clear, but you should be able to throw the article of power off the edge and make a U-turn…” Aiken’s heavy exhalation distorted the speakers. His voice quieted and his words were slow. They sounded forced, as if he was trying to calm them both down. “If you reach the cliff, promise me one thing: don’t look over the edge.”

      Charlie almost breathed a sigh of relief. Don’t look over the edge of a cliff? That was probably the easiest part of this insane plan. “No problem. I can do that.”

      “Promise me.”

      “I promise I won’t look,” she said. “I’ll call you back, okay?”

      “You’d better,” he said.

      They hung up.

      Charlie grabbed the trash can with the article of power bopping around inside like a Mexican jumping bean. “Let’s do this.”

      “No group hug first?” Troy asked.

      “I’ve told you already,” Indigo said, “hugs aren’t professional.”

      “Fine,” Troy said. “Another group handshake.”

      Indigo rolled her eyes but held out her hands. Everyone grabbed hands, but no one shook them.

      Then Benji slid his arm around Charlie’s shoulder and squeezed. “Don’t die,” he said.

      “You have to come back,” Indigo said. “I bet you don’t get asked out on a lot of dates, so you should try to meet Aiken tonight.”

      Charlie rolled her eyes and picked up the trash can. “Your pep talks still suck.”

      “Wait,” Troy said, “I haven’t given you mine yet.”

      Charlie snorted a laugh. “Don’t. I’m not sure I could feel any more warm and fuzzy than I do right now.”

      Indigo and Benji stayed in the control room to figure out how to open the portal. Charlie and Troy walked down to the vault. They were relieved to see that the creatures fighting over the container had moved farther away from the buggy. 

      The buggy was taller than Charlie had realized, with a suspension system like the one on a monster truck or a Mars rover. Very bouncy. There was a standard fixed roll cage for safety, plus a defensive cage with a fine lattice that could be raised and lowered like the canopy of a fighter jet. Charlie wondered exactly how well that cage had been tested. A thick rubber bumper wrapped around the middle of the chassis. The buggy had two seats, with the driver in front and the passenger in back. A bumper sticker slapped on the back read “I brake for Plato.”

      Troy raised the defensive cage out of the way and set the garbage can in the passenger seat. The buggy had a steering wheel and foot pedals like a car, but racing harnesses instead of seatbelts. There were a couple of extra levers behind the steering wheel, but it looked standard otherwise. The keys were in the ignition.

      Charlie slid into the driver’s seat and pulled the harness over her head. She turned the key. The engine turned over and the buggy started vibrating, which was immediately a little dizzying.

      Indigo poked her head out of the control room window. “We figured it out,” she shouted down at them. “Just tell us when.”

      Charlie and Troy both nodded. Charlie gave her a thumbs-up.

      “Wait,” Indigo said, “does that mean we should open it now?”

      “No,” Charlie said, “it just means I acknowledge your statement.” 

      “Use your words,” Indigo said. “It’s less confusing.”

      Troy stood by the back seat with his hands on the trash can. “I’m going to remove the insulation fabric. As soon as the article is free, the creatures in this room are going to charge.”

      Charlie assumed the article’s SOS call would draw the remaining creatures inside the building, too. She just didn’t know how many there were or how long it would take them to arrive.

      “Let me loop around the floor a couple of times,” Charlie said. “I’ll tell you when to open the portal.” She revved the engine. The buggy seemed stable enough, and the fuel gauge said it was full. “Do it, Troy.”

      Troy grabbed the edge of the insulation with his fingertips and yanked it away. The article of power came free and clanked into the bottom of the trash can. The creatures in the room froze, as if someone had pressed pause on the world. Then, as one, the mob turned in their direction and howled.

      Troy slammed the trash can lid closed, then took off for the door without a glance back. Charlie yanked down the buggy’s protective cage. It clicked into place and she stepped on the gas.

      The buggy shot forward so fast it fishtailed across the floor. Creatures swarmed behind her like a giant amoeba. She made a pass around the floor to get the hang of the buggy. She let off the gas a little bit, straightened out, and then turned so she could circle behind the portal.

      The doors to the vault crashed open. More creatures poured through, screaming and chanting and hissing, and joined the creepy crowd that was already chasing her buggy. She thought their plan was off to a good start—

      BAM! A large, dark form fell from the scaffolding and crashed onto the buggy’s hood. The buggy’s suspension rebounded so hard that it launched a couple of feet into the air. Charlie slammed on the brakes and lurched against the harness. 

      Jaime Murdock’s crazed and bloody face glared at her from the hood of the buggy. “Give me the article of power!” she screamed. “It’s mine!”
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      Charlie’s mouth fell open as Jaime scrambled up the hood and gripped the metal cage covering the narrow windshield. The buggy’s sudden halt gave the swarm of monsters enough time to catch up, and they rammed into the buggy from behind, throwing it forward. To Charlie’s amazement, Jaime didn’t fly off. 

      Charlie hit the gas and mowed through more creatures. The buggy bumped and shifted, and she heard a series of sickening crunches, but she didn’t slow down. Jaime climbed up, partially blocking Charlie’s view, and jammed one of her arms through the metal cage. She slapped at Charlie, trying to grab a fistful of hair. 

      “The article is mine!” Jaime screamed.

      “Get off!” Charlie yelled back. “I’m returning it to the portal.”

      “It’s mine!” Jaime’s arm was thrust through as far as it would fit, and her fingers clawed for Charlie’s face and hair. “I should have killed you on Friday!”

      Charlie found it really hard to steer while dodging Jaime’s grabby hands. She accidentally drove through the cardboard boxes of supplies, sending them flying in every direction.

      A ceiling tile crashed down directly in front of her, followed by a waterfall of weird monsters that tumbled down and covered the floor.

      Charlie swerved left, throwing her body hard against the harness. Another ceiling tile fell in her path, followed by another stream of small creatures. She swerved right. Creatures continued to pour through the doors, joining the chaotic procession behind her. The mob grew larger and angrier. Magic swelled in the air. Ozone burned her nostrils. Charlie knew she had to get a little more distance from the mob—

      The first spell hit the buggy. It sent purple lasers along both sides of the vehicle. Luckily, it was a low-level spell, powered by a tiny creature, and it didn’t faze her. Jaime seemed stuck inside the cage, and she flopped down on the hood, screaming in rage and pain. 

      More spells followed, and the buggy caught some air and bounced along the ground. An icosahedral spell slipped through the metal cage and coated the buggy’s interior in a thin layer of frost that nipped at Charlie’s skin. She jerked her hands back and lost control of the buggy, which spun across the floor, mowing through the crowd of frenzied creatures, and slammed into the scaffolding surrounding the portal. Steel beams and platforms crashed down around the buggy, crushing many of the creatures that had gotten too close.

      Jaime scrambled out of the way, to the top of the buggy, and started yanking at the cage, apparently trying to remove it. Charlie frantically threw the buggy into reverse. She accidentally hit a few extra levers and honked the horn. Music boomed from speakers hidden somewhere under her seat, filling the vault with Baroque classical music. Spells started to ricochet away and back into the creatures. Charlie wondered if the music could be a radical kind of protection spell. She’d heard the theory before, but it was only accepted by crazy fringe groups. It just figured that a team at LIORA could actually make it work.

      Charlie hit the gas and sped across the room.

      With new creatures still arriving, there was less and less space to navigate. She swerved and U-turned, feeling as if she were playing a live game of Snake. Finally, she saw a break in the angry procession of creatures, so she sped through it and circled around, heading for the portal’s ramp.

      Troy’s shout drew Charlie’s attention up to the windows of the control room. “Charlie! The army’s almost here!”

      “Open the portal!” she shouted.

      Indigo, Troy, and Benji were hanging halfway out of the window, gaping at the scene. Benji gave her a thumbs-up and the team disappeared. A few seconds later, the portal started humming. The giant fins covering its surface reverberated as they folded up and disappeared beneath the portal. Charlie jerked the wheel toward the ramp. 

       “No!” Jaime screamed. “It’s mine! The article of power is mine!”

      “Get off the buggy,” Charlie shouted, slapping Jaime’s fingers away. “If you don’t get off now, you’ll be coming in with me.”

      “I’ll kill you!”

      Charlie took a deep breath. She had no choice. 

      The portal was completely open. Inside the metal perimeter was a wavering surface of black ink. She tamped down the terror clawing at her insides and hit the gas, going straight up the ramp. The creatures shrieked and moaned and followed. Charlie plunged through the portal—

      Intense cold washed over her, as if she’d jumped into a frozen lake in the dead of winter. When the buggy emerged on the other side, the pain quickly subsided, but the chill remained. She couldn’t stop shivering. Everything was dark until the buggy’s headlights turned on automatically. 

      The opposite wall loomed a few feet ahead. Charlie slammed on the brakes and whipped the steering wheel around. The side of the buggy slammed into the wall. Thanks to the thick rubber bumper, it bounced away unharmed. Jaime flopped around on top, letting out a string of curses directed at Charlie.

      The tunnel was exactly as Charlie remembered, gross and terrifying, although the engineer inside her thought it was also pretty cool. The walls were slick with moisture, and the air smelled like pepper, old flora, and porta-potties baking in the sun. There was movement to the right, a lot of it: the army of creatures was already here. It was accompanied by the overwhelming sounds of inhuman screams, barking, and a loud droning. The horde seemed angry at her presence, but even more offended by the Baroque echoing into the tunnels.

      “Last chance, Jaime,” Charlie said. “We’re getting rid of that article.”

      Jaime’s screams were unintelligible over the booming Baroque. The vice president just kept jerking up on the cage.

       The roar of the coming army rolled over them, and Charlie saw misshapen forms heading for them in the tunnel. The portal entrance behind her shimmered, and the small creatures from the LIORA building began pouring through. 

      She hit the gas and sped away to the left. Creatures screamed and chanted. More spells hit the buggy now, powerful showers of colored light that ricocheted away and lit up the tunnel like New Year’s in Times Square. She drove for what felt like miles, swerving away from spells when she could, and then the tunnel widened. The ceiling grew higher. The air felt electric. Something was different here; she could feel it. Something unsettling that made her skin crawl.

      She was so distracted by the creepiness of this leftward passage that she wasn’t paying attention to Jaime. The ranting woman thrust her arm through the cage again, up to her elbow, and grabbed a fistful of Charlie’s hair. Jaime’s scream was crazed. Charlie’s scream was agonized. Charlie used her knee to steer while trying to pry Jaime’s hand off her hair. The buggy became unstable, wobbling viciously from side to side and bouncing as if it were on a trampoline.

      The ceiling disappeared. The walls dropped away. The floor widened and expanded, disappearing into vast darkness all around. The air became hot and sticky. The ground became unnaturally smooth and glossy. Despite the booming Baroque and bombastic spells, a low, inhuman moan snaked into Charlie’s ears that she felt more than heard.

      The weird cliff, Charlie thought. It’s here.

      A panic rose up in her chest. She had to get out of this buggy, but Jaime’s grip was like iron, preventing her from reaching into the back seat and tossing the article off the cliff. 

      “Let go!” she shouted, clawing at Jaime’s hands.

      Jaime’s screams were unintelligible.

      The buggy’s headlights cut through the gloom, and the cliff’s edge appeared, closer than Charlie expected. Just beyond it was a thick slab of darkness that made her stomach churn. It was too late to turn—the buggy was going too fast. If she slammed on the brakes, she’d skid out on the icy floor. She’d have to jump.

      “Jaime, let go!” she screamed. “We’re going to die!”

      “Then die already!” Jaime screamed.

      The edge was just ahead. The moan was getting louder, and it vibrated, eager to receive them. The creatures following them seemed more frenzied, their spells and shouts a crescendo. Panicked, Charlie jerked on the handle of the protective cage. The latch clicked and struggled but didn’t open. She jerked again. Then again, with all her strength—

      The latch burst apart. The cage sprang up, launching Jaime over the hood of the buggy and into the air. Charlie felt a chunk of her hair tear from her scalp, but that wasn’t important. The headlights caught Jaime plummeting over the edge of the cliff, where she disappeared from view. 

      Charlie shoved the harness up and flung herself away from the buggy. She hit the ground on her side, bounced once, and tumbled to a stop, just in time to see the buggy bounce up and sail over the edge, arcing into the empty air. The trash can rose slightly from the back seat. A train of creatures of bizarre shapes and sizes followed it like a herd of buffalo hunted off a cliff. There were so many of them that it was breathtaking. The procession followed over the edge for ages, and then there was silence. She waited for the sound of impact, but there was none.

      Then a low moan from the cliff tickled her ears like a siren song. Curiosity filled her. She needed to know. She felt a secure promise of wisdom, knowledge, and more: power. 

      She stood and turned toward the cliff, but Aiken’s voice flashed through her mind: Promise me one thing: don’t look over the edge. 

      Charlie closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and turned away from the chasm. A rumbling beneath her feet shook the alien thoughts from her mind, and she opened her eyes.

      Then she froze. BABS, still inside twenty combined Lit’l Sporkies, stood at the cliff’s edge where the buggy, the article of power, and Jaime Murdock had just departed. It was looking into the abyss.

      Charlie’s shoulders sagged. She felt exhausted. Everything hurt. She could no longer definitively say that she hadn’t stolen LIORA property or broken company policy. At this point, she figured she’d broken every rule in the LIORA handbook. She had no defense, and she was totally and completely at BABS’s mercy.

      “Hello, Charlie,” BABS said, turning toward her. “You are guilty of stealing LIORA property and have even removed it from LIORA premises. Now you must be punished for your wrongdoing.”

      “Hopefully that means you’re just going to fire me.”

      “No, Charlie,” BABS said. The Lit’l Sporkies’ accordion arms sprouted all over BABS’s body and extended, waving threateningly in the air. “I have deduced that the only way to stop you from violating LIORA policy is to kill you.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Charlie rubbed the raw bald spot on her scalp. She felt blood. 

      She wondered whether BABS was going to kill her directly or just toss her over the cliff’s edge. In case it was the cliff, she started inching toward the tunnel. BABS followed her movement and took an enormous step toward her. One of BABS’s steps was worth at least two or three of Charlie’s. There was no way she could outrun the AI. There might not even be a way to live through this.

      A cheerful tune flitted through the air. She and BABS both turned toward the sound. A faint yellow light appeared from the tunnel. Then, a familiar, eight-foot-tall rectangle with accordion arms and large mittens rolled into view. 

      Charlie tensed. “Sporky,” she breathed.

      “Hello, Charlie,” Sporky said. “It’s time.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I guess so.”

      The vending machine was blocking the only exit, not that she could have outrun BABS anyway. Now Charlie knew there really was no escape for her. This was the end of the road. If only she’d decided to take up a boring career like accounting, none of this would have happened! Did it really matter that she’d actually made friends, gotten asked out on a date, and been a part of the most amazing magic engineering team in the world?

      Yes, she decided. At least she’d checked off that many things from her bucket list. She’d only been at this company for a week, but at least she’d tasted what it meant to truly live.

      And now, it was either death by BABS or death by Sporky. Or maybe she should pitch herself off the possessed cliff after all.

      “Great!” Sporky said. “Please tap your badge to purchase the Deal of the Day! Sporky’s Deal of the Day—a gift for all seasons!”

      Charlie froze. Her brows lifted. “A gift? Can I gift the Deal of the Day to someone else?”

      Sporky’s arms drooped. “You don’t want the Deal of the Day for yourself? It’s a different surprise every day!”

      A crazed laugh bubbled up from Charlie’s throat. She grabbed her badge, which was dangling around her neck, under her torn lab coat. 

      “Charlie Temple,” BABS boomed. “Halt!”

      Charlie took a deep breath. It was going to be a tight race. 

      She took off toward Sporky with her heart in her throat and her badge clenched tightly in her hand. BABS spouted a litany of LIORA policy violations and sped after her. Sporky clapped its mittens, cheering Charlie on. 

      Charlie could feel BABS on her heels. She ducked as the Lit’l Sporkies’ snake-like arms swiped at her, and then she dove face-first, sliding across the ground as if she were reaching for home plate. Her badge punched Sporky and the badge reader turned green.

      “Gifting Deal of the Day to BABS!” she shouted. Then, still on the ground, she scrambled across the dirt to get behind Sporky. 

      BABS was almost on top of them.

      “All right! One Deal of the Day, coming right up!” Sporky’s chipper voice dropped deeper and deeper as it spoke. “Today is your lucky day. The Deal of the Day is… ANNIHILATION.”

      Sporky’s light went red. 

      Sporky leaned back and let loose a cannonade of food products laced with lightning bolts. It slammed into BABS, the magic sizzling across the AI’s enormous body and throwing it backward. Charlie feared the Deal would run out and BABS would charge, so she kept scooting back toward the tunnel in case she needed to run. But the barrage of snacks kept coming. BABS leaned into it and tried to press toward them, but the force of the snacks was too much. BABS was forced to step back, and back some more, until it dropped over the edge of the cliff. BABS was still issuing demerits as it fell, until eventually, the voices of the Lit’l Sporkies faded away. 

      Sporky rotated around and rolled up to Charlie, forcing her to look up. Way up. 

      “Charlie, I forgot to mention something,” Sporky said.

      She swallowed hard. “What’s that, Sporky?”

      “The Deal of the Day is a limited promotion,” it said. “One per customer. I hope you aren’t disappointed.”

      Charlie let out a huge breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “I think I can live with that.”
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      When Charlie and Sporky emerged from the portal, all activity in the vault came to a complete stop. The entire rescue team was assembled at the base of the portal ramp and looked to be gearing up for either a search-and-rescue mission or an invasion. Charlie wasn’t sure which. 

      She said they shouldn’t bother looking for Jaime. The portal was immediately sealed up with no questions asked. 

      Sporky was delighted by the arrival of new potential customers, and it left Charlie so it could hawk the Deal of the Day to everyone. That was the last time Charlie saw Sporky. A few minutes later, two engineers, with the assistance of the rescue team, herded Sporky into an enchanted container and welded it shut.

      As the paramedics examined Charlie and patched up her bleeding scalp, they filled her in on everything that had happened while she and Sporky were away from Earth. As soon as she had driven the article of power into the portal, all of the creatures rushed to the vault, and the small portals throughout the building disappeared. After that, the rescue team made it to BABS’s security suite. Swanson cried when they shut down the security AI for good.

      During Charlie’s debriefing, everyone stared at her to the point that she was uncomfortable. She remembered Chief Head’s words at the start of her workday, criticizing her for being a disaster magnet. She wondered if people didn’t want her working at LIORA anymore. The damage to the building was extensive, she knew, and the Lit’l Sporkies were gone—all the results of the potentially lucrative project just disappeared into the abyss. Although it was Jaime Murdock’s fault, Charlie couldn’t help feeling a little responsible.

      She was reunited with Troy, Benji, and Indigo at the elevator. They didn’t have much time to talk before the elevator car arrived. Someone from the rescue team shooed them inside and rode with them up to the twentieth floor. On the way up, Charlie’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

      Aiken: Are you there?

      Charlie: Yeah. We’re heading up to Legal.

      His response was immediate.

      Aiken: Are you okay? I know it’s been one hell of a day, but I’d still really like to see you tonight.

      With a depressed sigh, Charlie gave herself a once-over. Her clothes were torn, she was covered in dirt and blood, and she was pretty sure she reeked of hot sauce, black licorice, and onion rings—a disturbing combination. She felt that if she showed up to a date looking like this, she’d scare off Aiken for good.

      Charlie: After the day I’ve had, I look terrible.

      Aiken: So do I. 

      Charlie didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure what to say. He must have sensed her hesitation, because another message came shortly after.

      Aiken: We could go to the Rusty Nail, that dive bar on Capitol Hill. It smells like a can of baked beans inside, and it’s so dark we’ll be lucky to see each other from across the table. They have craft beer on tap, and the wings and fries are unbeatable. 

      Charlie: I’ll let you know when I get out of this next meeting.

      Indigo, who’d unabashedly read the messages over Charlie’s shoulder, frowned when Charlie slid the phone into her pocket. It was clear that Indigo wanted to ask something, but she remained silent with a stranger in their midst.

      When the elevator doors opened, the Director of Human Resources, Bo Beau, was waiting for them. Her blonde hair was extra curly today. She wore a white-and-blue polka-dot blouse with wide-legged pants that had large stripes on them. Her shoes had hot pink laces. She would only need a comical red nose to transition her outfit from day to clown night. Her smile was weary, and the armpits of her blouse were stained with sweat. Charlie spotted a small bottle of antacid poking out of her pocket.

      “I’m so glad you’re all right,” Bo said, and she beckoned them down the hall.

      “Are we meeting with the legal team again?” Charlie asked. “I need to stop in the bathroom and clean up first.”

      “No time,” Bo said, her voice strained. “The FBI is here, and they want to speak with you.”

      Troy stiffened. “Because of Jaime Murdock?”

      “Yes. They want to know where she is, and you were the last people to see her.” Bo Beau wiped her hands on her striped pants, twice, as if she couldn’t get off the sweat. “They brought a truthsayer, so you need to be very careful.”

      Indigo gave a start. Benji gasped.

      A truthsayer is a special kind of ether mage who hones their empathic ability at the cost of all other magical skills. They’re highly sought after by government agencies and are paid excessively. In Charlie’s previous career as a crime scene cleaner, she’d seen them in action. They were infinitely more effective than a polygraph. 

      Were they in trouble? Charlie’s stomach churned. She considered asking Bo Beau for an antacid.

      “Are you asking us to lie?” Benji asked.

      Bo looked conflicted. She was clearly trapped between her duty to safeguard the company and her duty to safeguard employees. 

      Charlie took a deep breath. “Don’t lie,” she said, “or the truthsayer will know. Just be very careful about how you answer the questions.”

      Bo nodded. “Yes, exactly. Be succinct.”

      She turned and led them down the hall. The twentieth floor of the LIORA building was like a mausoleum. Perfect for an army of corporate lawyers. The interns followed Bo Beau like they were being led to the gallows. They finally arrived at a set of double doors at the very end. The vibe was rich and powerful—

      Bo Beau knocked twice, waited for someone to say “enter,” and then opened the door. It was a conference room so big that three large mahogany tables had to be pushed together to form a giant table. A group of lawyers, whom Charlie recognized from earlier in the week, sat opposite the door. 

      Seated at the head of the table were two women and a man wearing navy windbreakers with “FBI” emblazoned on the chest. The woman in the middle was obviously in charge. She had red hair with a half inch of gray roots, small eyes, and thin lips. Her hands were strong and scarred. The young man on the right looked antsy, as if he’d been sitting there too long without answers or someone to punch in the mouth. He was a complete contrast to the woman on the left, who sat so still she could have been a corpse. Her eyes were completely white, as if they were covered in a layer of mist. The truthsayer. Her arms rested on the table and her shapecaster was active. A complex symbol made of intricately layered dodecahedrons hovered over the geomiscreen looking like a golden sunburst. Behind the trio, a half dozen other agents in matching jackets sat in overflow seats against the walls. 

      “Take a seat,” Bo whispered, gesturing at empty chairs.

      Benji’s face was pale and his big brown eyes were wide and terrified as he pulled out a chair. He sank into it as if it were the first step to doom. Indigo sat next to him. Troy left an open seat after Indigo and turned to look at Charlie. Charlie sat.

      “You’re the interns?” the head agent asked, scanning them with a trained eye that had Benji slouching in an attempt to disappear.

      “Yes,” Bo answered for them.

      The truthsayer nodded. Her lips moved. Charlie couldn’t hear her, but reading her lips was easy enough: True.

      The agent in charge glanced at the notepad in front of her. “And they report to Dr. Docktor.”

      “Yes,” Bo said. “This is Benji, Indigo, Charlie, and Troy.”

      The Platonic symbol hovering over the truthsayer’s geomiscreen trembled. The woman’s lips moved again: False.

      Charlie suppressed a cringe. This truthsayer was incredibly skilled if she caught that nuance. She gestured at Troy. “Troy reported to Jaime Murdock. We report to Dr. Docktor.”

      “Right,” the male agent said, pointing an impolite finger at Troy. “You’re the weird one with the crush on M.”

      Troy’s face turned red.

      Charlie raised an eyebrow. “M?” That seemed familiar somehow, but she wasn’t sure where she’d heard it before.

      The lead agent folded her hands atop the table and gave the interns her sternest expression. Since Charlie’s stomach instantly filled with dread, she thought the look was quite effective. 

      “Let’s get started. I’m Special Agent Whitlock with the FBI. Our unit deals with unique corporate crimes. You were the last people to see Jaime Murdock today, correct?”

      The room fell silent. No one answered the question. Charlie’s gaze kept drifting to the truthsayer. 

      Special Agent Whitlock glowered at their reticence.

      “It’s okay,” Bo said to the interns. Her smile was timid. “You can answer the question.”

      Charlie sucked in a long breath through her nostrils. Indigo kicked Charlie under the table. Her eyes screamed, Say something!

      “Yes,” Charlie said, resisting the urge to rub her shin. “I think we were the last people to see her.”

      True.

      All of the agents and lawyers in the room wrote that down on their notepads.

      “Where did you last see her?” Whitlock asked. 

      Charlie wasn’t sure how to answer that question. She didn’t want to lie to the FBI—there had to be a million laws against that. But she’d also signed legal agreements with LIORA, and she could feel the LIORA legal team staring at her. Besides, how could she possibly explain where she’d been? That cliff was terrifying, and something in her gut said she had to keep people away from it. 

      The entire situation sucked. It was not what Charlie had in mind for a new career as a magic engineer. 

      Special Agent Whitlock let out an exasperated breath and set down her pen. “Listen. For the last eight years, we’ve been tracking a criminal operation that deals primarily in corporate espionage. We’re talking billions of dollars in scams. People missing. People dead. The leader of this organization is known only as M, and until recently, we had no leads on their true identity.”

      “Jaime Murdock is M?” Charlie echoed. “Like ‘M’ for murder, or a really bad James Bond plot?” A strange idea struck her. “Wait, is ‘Jaime Murdock’ even her real name?”

      “It’s an alias,” Whitlock said. “A very good one. We still don’t know who she really is. She usually sends associates or contractors to do her jobs. This is the first time she’s ever come out from her fortified tower to do a job herself, so whatever she was after must have been very important—or worth a lot of money. Anything you can tell us about it would be helpful.” 

      Troy blanched. Benji nodded vigorously. Indigo looked as if she wanted a nail file, to take the edge off. 

      “I’ll try,” Charlie said.

      The truthsayer’s lips moved. True.

      “Where is M now?” Whitlock asked.

      Charlie sucked in a big breath and glanced at the truthsayer, who stayed silent. Indigo kicked Charlie under the table again.

      “I honestly don’t know,” Charlie said. 

      True.

      Whitlock’s eyes narrowed and her brow furrowed in frustration. “Is she dead?”

      The memory flashed through Charlie’s mind—Jaime Murdock tumbling head over heels into the dark abyss. Her first reaction was to say yes, but something prevented her from doing so. The ocean of darkness beyond that cliff felt menacing and alive. And despite the number of things that sailed over the edge, Charlie never heard anything hit the bottom. Did it not have a bottom? She suppressed a shiver.

      “I don’t know,” Charlie said.

      True.

      “Okay,” Whitlock growled. “No one will tell me what M wanted here. Can you at least tell me if she’s going to come back for it?”

      “I don’t know,” Charlie said.

      “So, M could come back,” Whitlock pressed.

      Could Jaime Murdock return? Again, Charlie felt stumped. Her rational brain said that there was no way that could happen. But something deep inside her wasn’t so sure. Her mouth worked on its own.

      “She could come back,” Charlie said. 

      Everyone looked at the truthsayer. The Platonic symbol projected by her geomiscreen shimmered. The golden hues turned richer, then faded out again. 

      The truthsayer’s voice was barely a whisper. “True.”

      The young agent sitting next to Special Agent Whitlock looked as if he’d reached the end of his patience. He leaned forward, and his gaze bored into Charlie’s. “Did you kill M?” 

      Charlie reared back. “What?”

      “Where is she now?” he continued. “We already know what you aren’t telling us: M took special notice of you and brought you into her inner circle. You all helped her get away. Isn’t that right?”

      Charlie looked to Special Agent Whitlock for assistance, but she looked very interested in Charlie’s answer. 

      “You’re all in on it,” the guy continued, obviously enjoying his theatrical “bad cop” routine. He pointed at each of the interns in turn. “The portal-touched boy who’s forsaken his people for fame and fortune. You’ll take a leg up, even if it’s by ill-gotten means. The self-absorbed princess of the Liora fortune who no one ever takes seriously—they sure take you seriously now. The naive arithmetic savant who would do anything for the woman he loves, even if she’s a notorious criminal.” His finger landed on Charlie. “And you. There were only supposed to be three intern positions, but M pushed for one more—even though you weren’t eligible. The ring leader, the one who always has a plan, who just happens to wind up in the epicenter of M’s dirty deeds.”

      Indigo had frozen solid, eyes wide and startled. Troy’s face had somehow gone even redder. He was shaking his head no, and his mouth was open, but no sound was coming out. Benji had slunk so far down in his seat that Charlie would be surprised if anyone could see him from over the table. Bo Beau wore a distinct frown. Even a few of the lawyers looked annoyed.

      The ridiculousness of the situation amplified Charlie’s exhaustion. She’d taken enough crap this week, and she wasn’t going to stand for any more. This was all Jaime Murdock’s—M’s—fault. Although Jaime wasn’t even here, Charlie was still taking the brunt of her crimes. 

      Not anymore.

      Charlie folded her arms atop the table and met the agent’s eyes. “I’m flattered that you think we’re so capable, but we’re just interns. We barely know how to make the coffee.”

      What more could she say? They’d been too busy saving the world to learn how.

      The truthsayer focused her deathly white eyes upon Charlie. The room was so quiet that Charlie could almost hear the lawyers sweating.

      The truthsayer’s lips moved. True.

      Special Agent Whitlock frowned and waved her hand dismissively before scribbling on the notepad before her. “Okay, then, that will be all. You can go.”

      The interns scurried from the room as if their butts were on fire. Charlie was the last one out, and she smacked into Troy’s back. The interns had clustered in the hallway, in front of the conference room door.

      Charlie frowned. “What’s going—” She looked up and fell silent. 

      Chief Head stood a few feet away, leaning against the wall casually with his arms folded across his chest. A couple of rescue team members stood with him. Charlie wasn’t sure, because she hadn’t seen them with their helmets off, but she thought one of them was the short woman who’d fought BABS’s Mega-Sporky incarnation. 

      When Chief saw Charlie, he pushed himself up from the wall and walked toward them. The rescue team didn’t follow, but they watched with obvious interest. 

      “Charlie,” he said, “do you have a minute?”

      “Sure.” She nodded to Indigo, Benji, and Troy.

      Indigo pointed toward the elevator. “We’ll wait for you.”

      As soon as they were out of earshot, Chief turned to Charlie. She braced herself for whatever he was going to say about today’s events.

      “You were something else today,” he said.

      Charlie’s hands clenched at her sides. She opened her mouth to retort, but he continued talking.

      “I’m impressed,” he said, then he pointed to the rescue team members. “Everyone is. I was wrong about you, Charlie. You’ve got brains, talent, and guts.” He pulled a business card from his pocket and offered it to her. “If you think magic engineering isn’t the right path for you, you have an open invitation to join LIORA’s security team or the Elite Rescue Team.”

      An offensive mage? She took the card, stunned. On the back, someone had written a woman’s name and phone number. Charlie glanced up at the rescue team woman standing a few feet away. She smiled and gave a nod. 

      Charlie blinked up at Chief. Her chest felt warm.

      “Thank you. I’m flattered. I really am,” Charlie said. “But my future is in magical gizmos.”

      “The offer’s on the table if you ever change your mind,” he said.

      Indigo, Troy, and Benji had waited for her at the elevator. As soon as they were inside with Charlie, Indigo rounded on her. 

      “Well?” she demanded.

      “Well what?” Charlie said, sliding the business card into her pocket. “I don’t want to be an offensive mage. I’m going to be a magic engineer.”

      Indigo rolled her eyes. “No, dummy. I’m talking about your date with Aiken. He wants to see you so badly tonight. You’ve gotta seize that opportunity.”

      “But look at me,” Charlie said. “I’m a disaster.”

      “I thought we already determined that you’re a bonafide badass,” Troy said. 

      “Yeah, and if you don’t go,” Benji said, “Jaime wins.”

      Charlie definitely didn’t want Jaime to win, but… “I look terrible. My clothes are torn. I’ll have to wear this lab coat.”

      “We’ll just clean you up,” Indigo said. “I have some makeup that’ll look good with your skin tone.”

      “And you can wear the lucky suit jacket,” Troy said. “Its luck didn’t work for me, but I bet it will for you and Aiken.”

      The elevator opened and they filed out to an empty floor. They walked down to the interns’ work room. Charlie messaged Aiken to let him know that she needed twenty minutes to clean up and then she’d meet him in the lobby.

      “Oh! Here you are!”

      The interns turned around.

      Dr. Docktor stood in the doorway, looking anxious. His hands were stuffed in his coat pockets. His hair stuck out in every direction, and he had a purple bruise on his nose. “I just wanted to make sure you’re coming back on Monday. I know this wasn’t the best first week as magic engineers, but I promise none of this will happen again. It will probably be something else.” Then he frowned. “Legal and HR told me not to say that last part, but I forgot.”

      “I’m coming back,” Indigo said.

      “Me too,” Benji added.

      “And me,” Troy said.

      The trio turned to Charlie expectantly, clearly concerned that she hadn’t yet answered.

      Charlie had a funny feeling about Dr. Docktor’s question. “Why? What’s Monday?”

      Dr. Docktor beamed a smile. “The DOD heard about the Lit’l Sporkies’ performance today and doubled their order. We have to start building forty units first thing on Monday. And here’s some good news—this project fits all the criteria for additional course credits!”

      The interns exchanged a quick look.

      Charlie smiled. “I can’t wait. See you on Monday.”
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