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CHAPTER ONE


Despite all the troubles currently filling every possible inch on her plate, Scarlett reveled in the wind blowing through her hair as she piloted Dusk Runner along a narrow two-lane road through the forest. The freedom energized and rejuvenated her in a way that little else could. Tall trees stretched overhead, leaving her in the shade more often than in the sunlight. Runeclaw perched before her as usual. He had his nose in the air, sniffing wildly. His body language said he enjoyed the trip every bit as much as she did.

Guilt hovered around the edges of her consciousness, barely sensed but enduring. The fight against the bear the day before had been grueling for everyone involved, making her feel she should do more to help. Somehow. Not that she knew how.

Plus, the woman they rescued still hadn’t regained consciousness. Wren, Lin, and the rest of the Witches on Wheels were divided on whether the cause was simple exhaustion or magical suppression because of the collar she still wore.

They hadn’t figured out how to remove the thin band of unknown metal from her neck since it showed neither seam nor crack. None of them wanted to risk anything without researching it first. Lin had promised she would work on getting Snow, the artificer and chief magical technologist of the Spell Riders, out to take a look.

Scarlett’s skills couldn’t add anything to those of the folks already involved in the woman’s care, but a part of her still thought she should remain behind. Runeclaw had punctured that notion as she’d been falling asleep the night before.

The cat had announced, “I think the place I landed was somewhere to the east.”

She’d mumbled sleepily, “It’s always east with you,” but her impression had been the same. East. His leap through the enemy’s portal had been foolhardy in the extreme, but it might have given them the lead they so desperately needed. When they woke up, she packed her saddlebags, opened a portal to Moab closer to the main highway heading east, and rolled her bike through. She’d stopped by to greet Jules at her shop, bought the other woman a cup of coffee and replenished her potion supply, then headed down the road toward Colorado.

The motorcycle purred underneath her as if thrilled to be on the road. Dusk Runner was all black and chrome, heavy but nimble. Glyphs in metallic sheens covered it, some painted on, others etched into the metal. They protected the motorcycle and its riders, as did the shield she’d put up around them, which let wind through but little else. At first, she hadn’t fine-tuned the barrier well enough, but she quickly improved it after inadvertently eating the first couple of bugs.

After several hours of riding, they crossed the outer boundary of Breckenridge, Colorado. A thriving ski town in the winter, in the current summer season it was quieter, almost quaint, as if relaxing before the return of the busy season. The main road was two lanes wide, and each side featured gaily lit buildings that originated in another century. The businesses were what one might expect of a tourist town—small cafés, souvenir shops, and the like, plus many stores selling athletic equipment appropriate for year-round sporting.

The mountains rose like a backdrop with cable cars and ski lifts suspended to connect the enormous lodges with the tops of the mountains and the town to the largest lodges. She breathed a long sigh of appreciation. “Now that’s gorgeous.”

Runeclaw replied, “And here I figured we were going to visit the world’s largest waffle.”

“You are starting to sound like a total drone with the constant giant waffle thing. Maybe think up something clever.”

“Maybe think up someplace clever.”

She released the handlebars with one hand and gestured broadly. “Doesn’t all of this natural beauty count?”

He tilted his head back until he looked at her more or less upside down. “As far as I’m concerned, you can’t be trusted. This could all be a façade. Some sort of fake town. Where we’ll be attacked by robots running amok.”

Scarlett laughed and poked his nose. “Nope, it’s real. I’m nowhere near clever enough to pull off all that other stuff.”

He let out a soft snort. “Well, we agree on one thing, at least.”

“Jerk,” she replied affectionately. An elaborate sign pointed to their destination. They pulled up in front of the Gravity Haus. She parked the bike, climbed off, and threw the saddlebags over her shoulder.

Dusk Runner had other secure storage bags that stayed with it, protected by the bike’s wards. Interfering with her ride would sound an earsplitting alarm followed by an electrical discharge that anyone attempting to take her stuff wouldn’t enjoy. The first couple wouldn’t be fatal to a healthy vandal but woe to the person who continued to try to take her beloved motorcycle from her.

She headed toward the door and lurched forward as Runeclaw jumped onto her shoulder from behind. She shook her head. “Lazy.”

He batted at her ear but didn’t reply. Most of their conversation had been mind-to-mind since that was easier while riding than trying to shout. The small, mostly hidden pendant nestled under his fur by a slim harness gave them a magical connection. The pendant and her ability to connect to it were new developments that had already proven useful. Without them, she likely wouldn’t have been able to find him when he portaled away with the enemy.

The inside of the hotel was classic chic with white leather couches, a fireplace that would no doubt be roaring were it winter, an elegant curved bar, and a formal reception area. On the other hand, their room was decidedly more hip than chic. The furniture was plastic and chrome, bright, eye-straining shades of white, and lights shot out from every conceivable corner and nook.

Scarlett groaned as she flopped down on the bed. “Okay. I saw the picture of the lobby and loved it. Had I seen this room, I might have chosen differently. It’s almost stressful.”

Runeclaw replied, “Let’s play a game. Take out your wand, and I’ll tell you which light to shoot first.”

She laughed. “We can turn them off.”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

She levered herself up on her elbows to look at him. “Oh, it’s fun you’re after, is it?”

A scowl spread across his features. “I don’t like where this is going.”

She grinned. “We need to go see a troll.”

He rolled his eyes. “I knew it was too good to be true, that we’d inevitably have something stupid to see here.”

“What do you have against trolls?”

“Nothing. But if you want to see one, it’s bound to be annoying.”

Scarlett stuck her tongue out at him and bounced off the bed. She grabbed her essential items and shoved them into appropriate pockets and holders in her jeans, leather jacket, and boots, then headed out the door. “Come on. Let’s go catch a ride.”

An autonomous trolley served the town. While slow, it never actually stopped, so it made good time. She jogged alongside it and leapt up to grab a handhold. Runeclaw landed on the seat beside her. She prompted, “Move over.”

“No chance. You stand. That’s your punishment for being annoying.”

Scarlett laughed. “Fine, whiner. It’s only a short trip anyway.”

She held Runeclaw as she jumped off at the trailhead for the Trollstigen Trail. Abundant tourists were nearby, talking animatedly, striding off energetically, or wandering around tiredly, depending on which phase of their adventure to see the troll they were in. Runeclaw stared around at them, then up at her. “Are you sure about this? It seems popular. Unlike your usual entertainment choices.”

She walked toward the troll in question. “There’s no making you happy. Too many people, too few people. Not kitschy enough, too kitschy. You’re a complainer.”

“Guardian.”

“A guardian who complains a lot.”

He paused, looked at her, and admitted, “Fair.”

They exchanged meaningless banter as they made their way to the trail’s central feature. A humongous troll made entirely of wood and covered with ivy and other vegetation reclined against a hill. This creature was based on old Earth fairytales rather than modern-day imports from Oriceran, and it lacked colorful hair and big eyes. Nonetheless, Isak Heartstone radiated a sense of peace and calm.

They stared at it in silence for almost a full minute before Runeclaw commented, “I like him.”

Scarlett’s mind, which had been drifting, returned to the moment. “Me too, buddy.” As she pivoted, intending to begin the trek back, a thump in her chest that felt like her heart had beat a couple of extra times stopped her.

She frowned and lifted a hand to the pendant under her T-shirt. Her grandmother had left it for her, and it contained magic she thought had been fully transferred to her. She had learned new skills, and her power reservoir had deepened. It seemed as if it had more to do.

Runeclaw asked, “What?”

She stepped to the side of the path and looked around. “I don’t know. A feeling. I thought of leaving and got the distinct impression we shouldn’t.”

“Then perhaps we should stay a while.”

She looked down at him. “You’ve felt things like that before?”

He moved into the dirt, found a sunny spot, and stretched out. “The messages and feelings a guardian gets are rarely clear. It’s more instinct than anything. One you seem to be developing with a little help from your grandmother.”

She sat beside him. “How kind of you to say.”

He squinted as he opened his eyes the slightest bit. “Don’t get used to it. I’m honest, and honestly, there’s usually more bad to say than good where you’re concerned.”

The words were said with warmth, and Scarlett laughed. “You’re a goofball. A complaining goofball guardian.”

She slipped into a light meditation and let the remainder of the afternoon pass. She had brought along water and snacks and shared both with the cat. Finally, as the sun touched the horizon, Runeclaw sat up and turned his head toward the troll.

She followed his gaze, expecting Isak to come alive, but a number of the kind of trolls she was familiar with had crept out onto it instead. Their hair was a rainbow of colors, and the one with dark purple locks stepped forward.

He offered a slight bow. “Guardians. Our magic recognizes yours.”

Runeclaw and Scarlett inclined their heads in acknowledgment. She asked, “Is there something we can do for you?”

“There is. One of ours has been taken, and without your assistance, I fear they will be dead before morning.”


CHAPTER TWO


The trolls led Scarlett and Runeclaw along twisting and turning paths she doubted were visible in the daylight. She didn’t know enough about trolls to understand their magic, only that they had some and it could be as varied as the shades on their heads. She quickly lost track of their direction despite trying to keep it in her head.

Eventually they reached a clearing surrounded by stone hillsides with small notches carved into them at irregular intervals. She imagined they led to individual troll quarters. Dens? Lairs? Whatever.

Runeclaw bumped into her leg, and she looked at the troll leader as he spoke.

“This is our home. We have magic to protect us from the senses of all predators and secure spaces to den in. Despite this, something penetrated all those protections and stole away one of our greatest warriors.”

Scarlett restrained the reflexive snort at the idea of a great troll warrior. Size had no relationship to power where magic was concerned. “Which means whoever took them must’ve had strong magic to overcome those defenses.”

“Exactly. I’m glad you understand. We followed the trail as far as we could but could not enter the cave.”

Runeclaw asked, “Why?”

The purple-haired troll shook his head. “We don’t know. It appeared empty, yet whenever anyone tried to walk through, it was like we struck a barrier. Even our magic was insufficient to reveal its nature or bypass it.”

Scarlett replied, “We’ll be happy to give it a try. Can you and your people watch our backs from outside?”

“Of course. Nothing we can see will get past us to threaten you.”

Scarlett could have done without that particular caveat, but it was a logical addition given that someone had invaded their area unnoticed. “Then let’s not delay this rescue any longer.”

The path to the cave was shorter than the one to their village, and the mountain's cleft was as they described. The opening was large, almost inviting. A stream burbled nearby, and fallen trees made for an abundant supply of firewood. She might have chosen the same place if she’d been setting up a homestead in the forest. She mentioned that to Runeclaw.

“It argues for a certain intelligence on the part of our foe. Also, likely, hands. Not too many animals need firewood.” After a moment, the cat clarified, “Well, maybe that bear.”

Scarlett winced at the reminder. “Can we not talk about the bear?”

The fight against the giant creature driven mad by one of their enemies’ control collars had been vicious. She hadn’t enjoyed being forced to fight what she presumed was an unwilling enemy and was glad they had managed to subdue it rather than kill it. The memory made her angry.

She pulled the long knife with its enchanted runes from the sheath at her shoulders. Before, she had hidden the paired blades at the small of her back. Her enchanted revolver, made by one of the Spell Riders and magically enhanced for her by Snow, now rested in a holster in that spot. She muttered, “Should’ve brought my throwing knives.”

“You should pretty much wear them all the time.”

“A little difficult to explain to the casual observer, you know? At least my hair hides these sheaths.”

“You’re always saying you’re clever. You can think of something. Since you’re clever, you go first.”

She considered arguing for the sake of it but had intended to take the lead anyway, so she refrained. “Right you are. Clever people go first.”

The opening quickly narrowed to a corridor with no source of illumination. She cast a spell to create a floating orb of tightly wound lightning and commanded it to follow them. The ground was well-traveled dry dirt with most of the rocks kicked off to the sides where they met the stone walls. It smelled dusty, which surprised her. “You’d think a place like this would be damp.”

Runeclaw replied, “I don’t smell anything unpleasant. Kind of aromatic, but inoffensive scents.”

Scarlett waved her wand in a small arc, shaped her intent, and muttered the words to enhance her senses. She detected what Runeclaw was referring to. “Kind of bitter. Well, at least it’s not something nasty. Let’s get a move on.”

The trap that activated under her feet after a minute or so of walking took Scarlett by surprise. Earth and mud became sand that pulled at her like a vortex lay underneath, trying to draw the whole world into it. She yelped, barked, “Stay back,” and hurled her knife at the wall. She added a spell as it flew, and it sank in when it struck. Another spell locked it in place.

She was up to her stomach in the sand by then, and panic tried to break her concentration. She’d been in tricky situations before and wasn’t about to succumb to something as basic as fear.

She used her wand to whip out a line of force magic threaded like a rope. It curled around the dagger again and again to lock it into place. Once it was secure, she used it to arrest her descent.

Keeping her mind focused so she didn’t lose any of the spells she had going, she pulled her other knife from its sheath. Like the first, it bore enchantments along its metal that allowed her to cast through it. While not as good at channeling her magical energy as her wand was, it was still adequate for this need. She used it to attach another line of force to the dagger embedded in the wall, then pulled herself up.

It took raw strength and magical power, but she finally extracted herself from the sand. Once beyond the trap, it vanished as if it had never existed, which was almost as offensive as what it had done to her. She sat panting for a moment, one knife back in its sheath but the other line of force still attached to the one embedded in the wall in case another part of the floor decided to betray her, then rose to a standing position. When nothing happened, she withdrew her blade and checked it for nicks. It was pristine. She cast another spell, and the area with the pit trap glowed. “That was an unkind welcome.”

“Someone values their privacy.” Runeclaw probably tried to hide it, but she heard the relief in his tone.

“Well, someone who’s that big a jerk doesn’t deserve any privacy. Let’s keep going.”

“Maybe check the ground ahead of you.”

Scarlett’s tone dripped with sarcasm. “Gee. I hadn’t thought of that.”

Runeclaw’s was condescending. “That’s why I said it. I know how you are.”

Scarlett threw bursts of force magic into the ground before her as she walked. She also kept her knife ready to throw and her wand ready to summon another force rope if needed.

It occurred to her that the trap was quite devious. The shields she kept around herself and Runeclaw whenever they might be in danger and much of the rest of the time would have absorbed simple magical attacks. Being sucked down to nothingness would defeat that defense since she would eventually run out of magic and the shield would dissipate. Whoever this foe was, they were crafty.

The second trap was even nastier. One minute Scarlett was walking normally, on guard against everything, and the next moment she was seated and slumped against a wall. Vines had come out of the stone to encircle her biceps, wrists, neck, and waist. She realized she was having problems breathing.

She cast her eyes down to her finger, which hurt unbearably, and saw Runeclaw’s teeth latched onto it with blood flowing. She rasped, “I’m awake. What happened?”

“You sat for no reason. The vines came out. You wouldn’t answer. My claws can’t cut them.”

Fear spiked in her mind. His claws were generally able to ignore magical protections. Either these things were so strong he couldn’t get through them, or maybe they were controlled by but weren’t magic themselves, just really tough.

She coughed, then barked a word. Flames covered her outside the shield that the tendrils had compressed to her skin. The vines burst into flames and frayed. She took several slashes on her face as they whipped around in their death throes but ducked her head to keep her eyes safe. After several seconds, they had burned away entirely.

She immediately felt drowsy again and reached into her jacket pocket. She always carried two potions, one healing and one energy. Her wounds weren’t dire enough to justify the former, but she felt she’d be vulnerable to the same magic again if she didn’t use the other.

Scarlett downed the energy potion in a long drink, then forced herself to her feet. She swayed unsteadily before the potion took full effect. It was as if someone had plugged her into an electrical outlet. Her soul seemed to vibrate, and she laughed. “I could so get addicted to that stuff.”

“Please don’t. I couldn’t deal with that. You’re annoying enough at regular speed.”

“Let’s move before we run into something else nasty.” She jogged forward, blasting the ground before her with force magic to avoid another pit trap. The path twisted and turned, then finally ended in a large chamber. The roof above was irregular stone, a natural feature. The walls were the same, and two crevices doubtless led to other interesting places. The objects in the center of the space caught her attention.

First, a roaring fire that seemed to be consuming the trees they’d seen outside cracked and snapped as if accusing them of trespassing. On a frame above it hung a heavy metal cook pot, almost a stereotypical cauldron. Steam emerged from it, and she recognized the bitter scent from earlier as the vapors filled the room.

Seated next to it was a wizened old woman, her overly large nose marring what might’ve been a pretty face in its day. Creases were etched into her skin and her gray hair hung limply around her. She wore something that looked like it had once been a sweater but had become mainly tatters that revealed pale skin underneath. She smiled at them, displaying several notable gaps in her teeth. “Welcome, welcome. You’re just in time for dinner.”

The way she said it made Scarlett think perhaps she and Runeclaw were on the menu.


CHAPTER THREE


The crone rose to her feet, a process that took several seconds and involved a great deal of leaning on the gnarled cane in her left hand and grunting like she was arguing in another language. The support had been hewn from a tree and not changed much, and Scarlett thought she saw a tiny bit of moss growing on one part of it. The sight, like the chamber itself, made her stomach twist. Something was not right with the other woman.

The witch changed as she finally straightened. What Scarlett had initially perceived as weak, she now saw as crafty and clever. The woman’s eyes revealed she was more than she seemed. That gave Scarlett just enough warning.

The crone whipped the cane suddenly in a horizontal slash, and a wave of force magic trailed from the tip and slammed into Scarlett. Her shields blunted the attack enough that the only effect was for her to step back into a balanced defensive stance. Scarlett held one hand up, palm out. “There’s no need to fight. Surely, we can talk this out.”

The other woman grinned wide, her lips peeling back to show her broken and misshapen teeth. “There’s every need. I’m hungry.” The last word came out almost as a screech.

Scarlett nodded as if what the woman had said made sense. “Hell.” She whipped her wand forward and blasted the woman with a force blast that should’ve knocked her back into, and possibly through, the far wall. Instead, the magic unspooled as it flew and separated into separate strands of power that splashed harmlessly against the walls.

The crone cackled. “You think you can come into my home and attack me? Foolish child.”

“Aw, hell,” Scarlett repeated.
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Runeclaw had moved as soon as the crone attacked Scarlett. He slunk unobtrusively toward the wall, counting on his natural magic to help him blend into the shadows and fall out of the old witch’s awareness. As Scarlett’s spell unraveled, he realized the witch’s wards might also prevent his magic from working properly.

He confirmed it when the witch twitched and sent a blast of magic at him. It made ripples as it traveled through the air, and he dodged to the side to avoid it. Only after it struck the wall behind him did he realize his evasion had been too easy.

Vines exploded out of the wall and immediately grabbed him, wrapping around his body, legs, and throat. He twisted and slashed at them, but his claws were as ineffective as they had been against the ones that had held Scarlett. Following her lead, he summoned his magic and blasted electricity from his tail to cover the wall they emerged from. The vines each quivered, thrashed for a moment, then fell quiescent.

Their foe was busy defending herself against another attack from Scarlett, which Runeclaw saw as an opportunity to end the battle quickly. He dashed across the intervening space at top speed and leapt toward the crone’s shoulder. He would land there and rake her face with his claws. It would force her to react to his attack, giving Scarlett the opening she needed to take the witch out. Easy peasy.

Unfortunately, the plan didn’t turn out quite how he intended. As he leapt, a black form entered his view from above. It resolved into an identifiable shape as he flew, and by the time he reached fighting range with the crone, the giant bat was in the way.

It struck him an instant later and knocked him out of the air. Its claws slashed but didn’t penetrate the shield Scarlett had placed around him. Runeclaw flipped over and landed on all fours in a crouch. A hiss of anger escaped him as he readied himself to counter whatever the bat might do next.
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Scarlett shoved her wand up her sleeve after her failed spell and drew her second knife. She cautiously closed the distance to the witch, throwing magic out of both blades as she advanced. The barrages bent away from the witch before reaching her but caught her attention, which Scarlett figured was about the best she could hope for. The shot that had gone at Runeclaw was a warning she needed to keep the crone’s eyes on her lest her partner get hurt.

The other witch countered with blasts of magic. Scarlett switched to a more active defense and intercepted them before they could reach her. It was always possible the first blow hadn’t been as hard as the witch could go, and she didn’t want to find that out when one hit her shield.

After a subjective eternity that was probably only a handful of seconds, she was in melee range. She poked one dagger at the woman’s face to distract her, then slashed the other down at the cane.

The other woman used the momentum of her strike to spin the cane up into both hands in a defensive move. Its gnarled head slammed into Scarlett’s higher knife and drove it toward the floor.

Scarlett gaped in surprise at the power behind the strike. It was at least the equal of the hardest blow her magic teacher Isante had ever delivered. It couldn’t have been only the witch’s muscles that delivered it.

She pushed magic into her muscles to bring herself even with the other woman’s strength and wondered if this was another expression of the crone’s home turf advantage. The block turned into an attack as the cane continued its rotation and licked out at her head. Scarlett leaned back, and the blow caught her on the left shoulder. Her arm tingled, and the blade in that hand dipped.

She growled a curse under her breath and delivered a magically enhanced blow with the other. Her knife rang off the cane, which moved with impossible quickness to intercept it. The witch was a match for her in a fair fight.

Scarlett had learned long ago that if you weren’t cheating, you weren’t trying hard enough. Her boot whipped out in a quick kick that connected with the nerve on the outside of the witch’s leg. The other woman’s shield blunted the blow, but enough force penetrated to stagger the other woman. The crone snarled a filthy curse that blistered Scarlett’s ears to hear it, then flicked her cane again.

Scarlett watched in horror as a breadbox-sized cage on the side of the room that contained a troll with purple hair flew through the air and dropped into the steaming cauldron.
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The first pass with the bat was a draw. Runeclaw tried to blast it with electricity, but the bat folded its wings around itself to take the impact. The lightning didn’t penetrate, suggesting the wings or the entire bat were magically protected, inherently or by the witch. Runeclaw was ready to see if his claws could do better.

The bat stayed high, out of his normal leaping range, as if it knew his abilities. The room’s shape and texture offered opportunities to address that problem. He feinted toward the witch, which caused the bat to move in that direction, then leapt onto a small outcropping on the wall and launched himself from there with his claws extended.

The bat reversed course, but not fast enough to escape. Runeclaw slashed the leathery skin covering the thin wing bones as he sailed by. His foe screeched in anger, and hopefully in pain.

Another screech sounded from a different direction, and Runeclaw snapped his head around to see the cage disappearing into the cauldron. Without any conscious decision to do so, he leapt to the edge of the pot. The hot metal burned the pads of his feet as he extended his neck, grabbed the metal cage, and pulled it out of the water with a convulsive heave. The troll clinging to the top met his eyes, and Runeclaw saw hope in them.

He jumped down from the cauldron and ran toward the exit with the thing in his mouth, managing speed but lacking balance. Scarlett shouted, “Get him out of here.”

The situation was dire enough that he didn’t pause to offer a snarky reply. Instead, he focused on not tripping over his feet as the heavy cage tried to pull his head to the ground. The flutter of bat wings behind him caused him to run even faster as the troll babbled words he didn’t understand but took as encouragement for additional speed.
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Scarlett warily backed toward the exit, keeping her gaze locked on the witch. Now that they’d rescued the troll, or Runeclaw had, there was no reason to keep fighting the crone on her turf. Thoughts of blasting the tunnel into rubble so the other woman was trapped inside appealed to Scarlett. If the witch disengaged, she would too. She might resolve the situation peacefully with more firepower on her side.

Unfortunately, her foe wasn’t interested in stopping. The other woman uttered a sound between a scream and a wail with madness audible in it and rushed toward Scarlett with her cane held vertically in front of her. A shield shimmered and extended from it, and Scarlett realized the crone planned to use her weapon as a battering ram. For all she knew, the witch might have the skill to put an edge on the magical wedge, pushing her defenses to and maybe past the limit.

As if unsatisfied with only one strategy, the witch blasted a gout of flame from the head of the cane. For an instant, Scarlett could no longer see the witch, which meant the witch could no longer see her. She dove forward into the fire, shifting most of her power to her muscles for speed and accepting that she’d get burned to do so. The magical flames scorched her exposed skin, and she was thankful for the enchantments Snow had put on her leather jacket and the healing potion in the inside pocket for the parts of her that weren’t covered.

She rolled on one shoulder and came up a foot away from the witch. Her blades were already in motion, both lashing horizontally to strike the cane. Their impact twisted it in the witch’s hands with the bottom flying up.

Her opponent fought for control of the weapon, and Scarlett flicked her left blade at the woman’s face as a distraction. She smashed the pommel of the other down on the woman’s elbow, which was locked out as she tried to recapture the cane. The joint shattered.

The witch looked stunned for a minute, frozen motionless before her eyes rolled back and she fell. Scarlett sheathed her left-hand dagger and kept the right one pointed at the witch, ready to cast magic through it if she so much as twitched as she drew out her healing potion’s flask. She popped the top one-handed and drank it down. The burns, which had been blistering painfully, faded. She shifted her weapon into the other hand, drew her wand, and used it to float the unconscious witch in midair.

She discovered the trolls gathered around their rescued companion when she emerged from the tunnel. Runeclaw sat in the middle of them like a king soaking in the adulation of his subjects. A large bat lay nearby, pierced by a hundred tiny needles. The trolls’ fighting skills were not to be denied.

She asked, “You okay, buddy?” She was pretty sure he was since she thought she’d know if he was seriously hurt through their psychic connection.

“Yes. Stupid bat. You?”

She patted the pocket where her empty flask lay. “I am now.”

“She’s not dead?”

Scarlett looked back at the witch floating unconscious behind her. “Nope. And I know just what to do with her.” She drew her dagger again and used it to open a portal. A woman sat behind a desk on the far side. Her face was hard, even with the surprise in her eyes. A frown grew as she staggered back and spotted Scarlett.

Scarlett twitched her wand to float the witch in and set her gently on the chief’s desk. “Here’s one for your magic prison, Chief Stevenson.” Before the woman could reply, she closed the rift, fell backward to the ground, and laughed.

Runeclaw observed, “That won’t make her happy.”

Scarlett wiped tears of mirth from her eyes. “Who cares? It was funny. Until she commits to giving everything she’s got to finding those college students, she doesn’t get to be happy.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Camus, the previously unquestioned but publicly challenged leader of the Luminous Veil, descended the stairs to the basement of his opulent home. Ellis, his security, traveled a step behind him. The other man remained silent as they walked, as he habitually did unless provoked, one of the things Camus liked best about him.

Upon reaching the basement, Camus would normally open the wardrobe set against one wall, where his ordinary robe and staff resided. That was not the case tonight. The impending challenge from he who wore the black tunic required more than ordinary preparation.

He drew the thin wand from its forearm sheath and brandished it at the wall with a series of cutting gestures that created a glyph of glowing power in midair. When the light faded, a door was visible. It was stone, like the basement walls.

Unlike them, it had extravagant etchings. Runes of protection covered every inch of the barrier. In the centermost array was a spiral set inside a circle with a small indentation at the center of the arrangement.

He closed his eyes to be sure he fully recalled the chant, then began to speak. After a full minute, without breaking the chain of words, he opened his eyes and pressed the tip of his wand to the index finger of his left hand. A drop of blood bubbled out.

He used the wand to move the glistening globule gently across the space between him and the door and settled it into the central indentation. With a grinding much louder than its size would indicate, the spiral moved. It became a blur, which turned into an opening. A moment later, the door had vanished.

Camus ordered, “Come along, quickly,” and stepped through the gap. Ellis crossed the threshold a full second before the door materialized again. Being in mid-transition when that happened was not a good idea for anyone who wished to continue living.

The room went from semi-darkness to full brightness as the magical processes keyed to the door's opening activated. He paused to breathe it in. Of all the places on Earth he loved, and there were many, this was his sanctuary. He didn’t visit it nearly as often as he should.

The center of the room held a wide band of gold with runes etched across the surface set into the floor. That circle was the only symmetrical thing in the room. Shelves were at varying heights, no two the same, and the walls had angles and redirections aplenty.

Ellis asked, “Why are those like this?” He gestured at the shelves, then furniture, which was also at odd angles relative to the other pieces.

“This design is better than any other for disrupting hostile magic. It offers no patterns to grasp onto.”

“Ah, I see.” His tone confirmed he didn’t see, not in the least, and Camus laughed inwardly. No one would understand the reasoning behind it other than magical theorists or the most accomplished wizards. He happened to be both.

Camus strode to a tall, narrow cabinet. A flick of his wand opened the door to reveal an armor stand. On it rested a full-body suit of what looked like metallic scales. He slipped on a pure white undershirt and shorts that stretched below his knees from a drawer in the bottom, then donned the armor.

It was as flexible as fabric but offered significant protection against impacts and attempts to pierce it. It was generations old, bequeathed from one Luminous Veil leader to the next, and had never been seen by others. The helmet he reluctantly left behind since it wasn’t appropriate for anything short of an all-out war. Tonight’s battle would be anything but.

Ellis remarked, “Looks imposing, boss,” and Camus corrected his thought. No one but the leaders and their most trusted guards had ever seen the armor.

He turned and spread his arms. “I cut a most impressive martial figure, do I not?”

The words were intended as a joke, but Ellis nodded solemnly. “You certainly do. I wouldn’t want to face you.”

Camus turned, opened another cabinet with his wand, and almost reverently lifted his battle staff from its cradle. It was twice as large in diameter as his usual staff and far heavier. This weapon offered physical and magical power, all of it specialized for combat. It was less subtle than his normal tools but made up for that with raw force.

He cast an illusion to make it appear to be his ordinary staff. No point in letting his enemy know of his preparations for the fight.

He lifted the staff over his head, and it clamped to the back of his armor. The two magical items had an affinity for each other after being paired for generations. He selected knives from a low cabinet and slid them into various cunningly disguised sheaths on the armor.

Finally, he drew out the last curved, serpentine blade, which was dark at the tip. The poison would make short work of anyone who took even a scratch.

Ellis asked, “What does this battle entail?”

Camus removed the staff and set it aside to don a crimson robe over the armor. It was more formal and richly embroidered than his usual. “One-on-one. No rules. It ends when one, the other, or both are dead. No challenger can be trusted after making the challenge.”

His subordinate’s face remained passive. “Have you done this before?”

Camus shrugged to settle the robe properly on his shoulders. “No. Others I thought might challenge me were dealt with before it came to that.”

“You killed them before the fight?”

He smiled at the note of approval in the other man’s voice. “No. That wasn’t necessary. I arranged evidence that resulted in them being cast out of the Veil.”

Ellis ran a hand through his ash blond hair. “What keeps them from talking?”

“The knowledge that revealing any information about the organization would result in their death, plus that of their family, their friends, and anyone else they might have told. And, of course, those persons’ family and friends. And so on.”

Ellis nodded but didn’t speak. Perhaps he hadn’t realized the extremes Camus was willing to go to. He’d have to keep an eye on his subordinate’s behavior going forward to ensure the knowledge wasn’t too much for him to accept.

Camus reached into another cabinet and pulled out a flat, full-face mask. It was black on one side and crimson on the other. “You’ll need to wear this. Wouldn’t do to have them know your face.”

Ellis accepted it, examined it with a couple of head tilts, then looked up. “What happens after the fight?”

Camus sighed. This was an inopportune moment for the distraction Black Tunic was causing. “We consider adding another member to replace him.”

“What about the rest of it?”

Camus shrugged. “The fact that one of our collars is in enemy hands is concerning. I will need to locate and retrieve it.”

The familiar smile returned to Ellis’ face. This was an answer he understood completely. “And her.”

“Yes. And her.”

Ellis lifted the mask to his face as if trying it on. “And if we can’t find it?”

Camus retrieved his staff from where he’d set it aside to don his robe. “The collar will kill her if she stays away from my presence for too long. It might already be doing so.”

“How long?”

Camus shook his head. “Uncertain. The metal isn’t sentient, but it’s almost as unpredictable as if it was.” He stepped over the threshold of the gold circle and activated its protections. A translucent barrier shot up from the floor to the ceiling and shut out all external sight and sound. The isolation had the effect of instantly clearing his mind and sharpening his focus.

He gripped the staff in front of him with its tip on the floor to take the weight. He envisioned a skintight shield. Then another. One after the next he built layers of them, each a challenge his foe would have to overcome to damage him.

When he had as many as he could reasonably maintain, he detailed a portion of his mind to keep the spells active. As long as he held his staff, doing so would be almost automatic.

Next, he used magic to enhance his senses. Everything around him sharpened in his vision. He trickled a touch of energy into his muscles but was careful not to use too much. He needed to keep his full strength in reserve, and reflex could cause him to display it before it was necessary if he fully magicked himself.

Finally, he took a moment to think about the grandeur of the organization’s leaders and how each in his turn had led to Camus’ ascendence. He would not be the one to bring that line of excellence to an end and allow someone as pedestrian as Black Tunic to join that exalted fraternity.

His preparations complete, he dropped the barrier. Ellis was waiting, wearing the mask. Camus nodded in approval. “Let’s go deliver destiny to my foolish challenger.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Camus emerged from a portal onto a wide plateau, trailed by the masked Ellis. Chill air whipped around him, and the stars shone bright overhead with no pollution or ambient light to block them out or reduce their brilliance. The only other illumination was burning torches in a ring around the plateau.

This mountaintop was an ancient site used by long-ago tribes for their rituals before the Luminous Veil claimed it as theirs. The ground underfoot was soaked through with centuries of blood sacrifice. And tonight, more will be added. Other peaks, lower than the plateau, were faintly visible in the darkness, looming like ghostly apparitions gathered around to watch the battle to come.

Several others arrived after he did, each with their hireling in tow. The support personnel wore masks like Ellis’, half white and the other half the color of their superior. Camus nodded at each person and received curt nods in return.

The import of the night was not lost on them. It was why he had allowed this challenge to proceed rather than cutting it off before it could blossom like he had others throughout the years. As their plans drew toward the climax, his authority must be unquestioned, and it was time to make a statement. After tonight, no one would dare to challenge him in the smallest thing.

He took his position atop the small disc of stone the leader always used. He had never fought in this place, but they had all visited it as part of the ritual of admittance to the Luminous Veil. He had been back since becoming the leader, unknown to the others.

His opponent arrived as he settled into place. The man’s robe was black and embroidered, almost regal. His face and hands were paler than usual. Camus noted the other man’s pallor with an inward sigh of satisfaction.

One of the others stepped forth and asked, “Will you rescind the challenge so we may go forward together in peace?”

The moment hung. Camus wanted the fight, but the organization's rules gave the challenger an out if he reconsidered at the last moment. Fortunately, Black Tunic snarled, “I do not.” He stepped to his disc with a glare of hatred.

Camus condescendingly taunted, “I thought you might run rather than fight.”

His opponent laughed. “And miss the opportunity to end your reign of foolishness? Hardly.”

His smug tone almost hid his fear, but a slight waver betrayed it. The man overseeing the challenge, Purple Tunic, intoned, “Present your weapons.”

Camus held his staff horizontally before him in two hands. No one gave any particular reaction to it, so he assumed his illusion held.

His opponent drew a long, curved sword from a scabbard on his back. Moonlight highlighted the glyphs embedded in the steel as he brandished it through the air, which would doubtless permit him to cast through it. Still, it was doubtful the man was a master of the weapon.

To be fair, Camus was not a master of staff fighting, either. They both tended toward the intellectual rather than the martial, but neither was completely inept with their weapon.

Purple Tunic snapped, “Ready.”

The other man stepped into a fighting stance with the sword held over his head, point forward. Camus shifted into his balanced stance and gripped his staff vertically in front of him in a blocking position. At the command “Begin,” both men circled rather than rushing to attack.

Camus stutter-stepped a few paces toward the other man and stabbed his staff forward. A fire bolt erupted from the tip and whooshed across the gap between them. Black Tunic lowered the point of his sword, and where it intercepted the fireball, the magical attack vanished.

The other man flowed forward in a surprisingly smooth motion and stabbed at Camus’ shoulder. A quick upward flick of the staff deflected the blow to the side. Camus spun and whipped the staff around in a horizontal slash. A wave of force emanated from it and struck true but failed to pierce the other man’s shields.

The first flurry was a draw. They circled again, and the other man tried a magical attack. A line of shadow emanated from his blade as he slashed it in a downward diagonal and crossed to crash into Camus’ outermost shield. That defense came within a hair of falling, but the additional layers underneath were never at risk of failure.

Camus sidestepped with a defensive wave of his staff as he threaded additional magic into his defenses to solidify them. He taunted, “You’re less of a challenge than I imagined you could be.”

The other man smiled with gritted teeth. “Taunts will do no good. Do you wish to yield?”

Camus laughed. “Trade my inevitable victory for a quick death at your hands? I think not.”

They both abandoned subtlety for speed and raced across the intervening space. Camus gripped the staff one-handed as his other hand slipped through a hole in his robe to a sheath in his armor. He simultaneously drew and thrust with the knife it had held, into the opening left by his parry of the other man’s sword attack.

The blade met a shield and failed to penetrate. The weapon turned in his hand like it had met an iron wall, stunning and twisting the joint and causing him to drop the knife. He shook his hand as he backed away, more dramatically than required.

His foe laughed. “I guess we’re both full of surprises, aren’t we?”

“It seems so.”

They engaged in several more passes that accomplished nothing. Their skills thus far were evenly matched. Camus was sure his foe hadn’t shown everything yet, and he certainly hadn’t. The fight was more equal than he’d anticipated, and if it had been a fair match, his opponent might have had a chance at victory.

Fortunately for Camus, it was nothing of the sort. He would never leave such an important result to something as fickle as chance.

Unknown to the other members of the Luminous Veil, this was a place of power that one could draw upon if one knew how. The tomes handed down from one leader to the next taught the spells and mindsets required to connect with the place. He reviewed them nightly without fail, as he had been instructed.

Now, they came easily to his mind. They included no verbal component, only an effort of will and magic plus some glyphs drawn in the air. He twisted his wrist the correct way, and his wand slipped out of its forearm sheath into his hand. He brandished it like a weapon, then brought it over his head, blocking with his staff.

His foe pulled a long knife from over his shoulder and settled into a similar two-bladed defensive stance as if to steel himself before his advance. His eyes showed he thought he had won the match, and Camus had retreated to the wand from weakness rather than choice.

Camus resisted countering the look with a smile that would ruin the surprise to come. He deflected several blows, one of which made it through his guard and shields far enough to slam into the armor under his robes. The scales turned it aside, and he shifted more energy into his shields to foil another such strike. His foe’s sword must have some ability to cut through magical protections for it to have reached his base layer. He had a weapon with similar enchantments ready for the right moment.

His quest for the place’s magic connected with the blood embedded in the soil. Strength flowed into him, first only a trickle, but increasing to a strong flow as he enhanced the connection. He used the power to bolster his shields even more, then attacked with a surplus ready to use. He kept his speed consistent, but each enhanced blow he landed hit hard enough to knock the other man’s sword out of line and almost out of his hand. A thrust snuck through his foe’s guard with enough power to force the other man several steps backward.

Camus laughed. “Oh, come on. I thought you would at least give me a decent fight.”

The other man snarled, dropped his short blade, and gripped his sword with both hands. He launched into a vicious series of attacks with enhanced speed and strength. In response, Camus triggered one of the special features of his battle staff. Each time it made contact with his foe’s blade, it siphoned a touch of magic through the connection. The drain should be unnoticeable amid the sensory overload of combat, but over time it would weaken his enemy’s ability to continue the fight.

Camus continued to meet blows with blocks and only occasionally countered them with strikes. Patience was key. Now that his enemy was enraged or pretending to be, he would exhaust his strength and magic as he pressed the attack, unaware that he and the ground on which they fought bolstered Camus’ resources.

After several minutes more, his foe realized something was wrong. His face darkened, and he growled, “Cheater.”

Camus laughed with undisguised contempt. “Hardly. You are less capable than you thought you were. We all knew the truth, however.”

His opponent threw his sword up. Despite his abundant discipline, Camus’ gaze flicked up to follow it for an instant. When it shifted back down, his foe had vanished.

Camus immediately cast a spell to reveal hidden things, but the interval had allowed his opponent to get inside his guard. A knife was in Black Tunic’s hand and already stabbing up toward Camus’ heart. There was no time to interpose his staff in a block. Without a doubt, this would be the most potent weapon in the man’s arsenal, probably capable of piercing his shields and armor.

Camus barked a command that resonated into the night like an explosion. It channeled the power drawn from the plateau to halt the blade an inch away from his flesh. It stopped the other man’s momentum entirely, his effort and whole body frozen, although it might have looked like shock to those watching. Camus contemptuously slapped the weapon aside with his staff and stepped forward until he was nose-to-nose with the other man. He whispered, “Always too hasty, you.”

A word of magic created a thin gap in his foe’s shield. Camus slid his wand back into its sheath, drew his serpentine poison blade, and stabbed it into the other man’s throat. With only shock in his eyes, his foe fell backward. Camus sheathed the knife as the other man hit the ground.

Silence reigned for several seconds, then Purple Tunic intoned the words to close the rite, reaffirming Camus’ leadership. It all happened at the edge of his perceptions, for he was now in communion with the land, returning the power he had taken to the soil in case he needed it again. He felt Black Tunic’s blood soaking in to add to it and detected the poison from the blade dripping into the soil. All of it would add to the plateau’s power, increasing his strength should anyone be foolish enough to challenge him again.

He smiled with satisfaction. After recent missteps, it was good to see everything go entirely to plan.


CHAPTER SIX


Scarlett woke the next morning, looked out the window, smiled at the sun, then scowled. She turned to Runeclaw. “What did you say?”

He sat on the bed, grooming himself. He paused, looked her in the eyes with an expression that conveyed haughtiness, and repeated, “We don’t know where we’re going.”

She shook her head and turned back to the pretty view. “Why must you ruin a perfectly good morning with your inane facts?”

“You’re half right. It’s not inane. But it is a fact.”

Scarlett closed her eyes in frustration. “So, you don’t feel anything?”

He yawned. “I do not.”

“It was a weak hope, but it was still hope.”

“Are things generally easy for you?”

Scarlett snorted as she turned to shove her stuff into her saddlebags. “No, definitely not.”

“So, back to Provo?”

She hefted the bags over her shoulder. “Yep. Unless you’ve got a better idea.”

He jumped to the floor and stood beside her. “Unusually, I do not.”

“You’re not a nice cat.”

“You noticed. Lovely.”

Scarlett opened the door, and a few minutes later they were outside beside Dusk Runner. The motorcycle glimmered in the sunlight, and she felt an almost psychic pressure to get on the road and drive in whatever direction seemed most fun.

Unfortunately, that wasn’t an option at the moment. She patted the bike. “Not today, my friend. We have missing students to find.”

She cast a portal and walked the bike through. As always, there was a slight resistance to bringing such a large object through the magical rift. She’d thought more than once about riding it through, especially when someone was chasing her, but wasn’t sure how that would work out. Given that every portal transition posed a risk, however small, of delivering one to the World In Between, she had an excellent reason not to test it.

Once back in Provo, she arranged for a room at the hotel she used before, dropped off her stuff, activated the bike’s enchantments, and headed out for a walk. She and Runeclaw wandered several blocks in the opposite direction of their destination to assess whether any surveillance remained. If the bald baddies or Redthorn were watching, they were doing it more carefully than they had on previous occasions, at least to her eyes.

Scarlett asked, “Sense anything?”

“Not at all.”

“I’m not sure if that’s worrisome or reassuring.”

“I’d go with worrisome.”

She looked down at him and stuck out her tongue. “Pessimist.”

He returned the gesture. “Realist.”

Mostly confident they were clear, Scarlett changed direction and headed for Mystic Realms. She used the spells she’d learned to access the building through the back entrance and walked into the gathering space of the town’s magical gaming contingent.

Mara was there and leapt up with a smile. “Runeclaw, Scarlett, you’re back.”

Runeclaw flicked a look at Scarlett. “Note the order.”

She nudged him with her foot. “Yeah, yeah.” She got the first hug from Mara, who knelt to pet the cat. Anders was right behind her. She smiled at the elf. “Hello, troublemaker.”

He laughed. “Seems like you’re the one who caused and attracted the most trouble of anyone I know.”

“Touché. No hug for you, jerk.” He laughed and gave her one anyway, which she returned. She asked, “Where’s everyone else?”

Mara shrugged. “We didn’t have any specific plans for today. I’ll text them and let them know you’re here. I presume you want to talk some stuff over?”

“Definitely. Some food would be good, too. I’ll spring for it.”

Anders clapped. “Thirty-nine large pizzas it is. I’ll take care of the order.”

Scarlett and Runeclaw headed out into the main store area to greet the shop’s owner and stayed to catch up on the latest town gossip. By the time they returned, the other group members had arrived. Sia and Tia looked exceptionally twin-like. Both wore the same dress, as they usually did, but the shades were so close as to be almost identical this time.

Aldrin straightened with an armful of sodas he’d pulled from a cooler. The wizard set them on the gaming table, which had its protective cover in place, and motioned for her to sit. “No luck out east?”

Scarlett took a chair. “No. We found some trolls who needed help and gave them a hand, but nothing on the missing students or those who took them.”

Runeclaw dashed onto the table, wove between the soda cans, and bumped his head against Aldrin’s chin. The man laughed and scratched the cat’s head. “I’m guessing the failure is all your fault, Scarlett.”

She rolled her eyes. “Of course it is. You know cats never make a mistake.”

They spent the next hour chatting about unimportant things, eating pizza, and enjoying one another’s company. Scarlett considered herself lucky to have found the friends she’d made in the towns along her journey. Each had been useful in dealing with whatever troubles were around, but more important was the lasting connection they shared, the sense of a lasting community. She’d had that on Oriceran and missed it when she first came to Earth.

Finally, they segued into talk of more important matters. Scarlett began, “When I left, the Witches hadn’t been able to revive the girl we found. They don’t know why. Even Snow wasn’t able to help.”

Mara replied, “Well, that probably frustrated him good.”

Snow had dated Mara sometime in the past, and while there was no obvious ill blood, there was still some competitiveness.

“I’m sure you’re right. But it leaves us without any direction. I’d hoped she would be able to tell us where she was.”

Aldrin asked, “Can you get back to the place you portaled to before?”

Scarlett nodded. “We already checked. It’s abandoned. I took some Spell Riders over to give it a closer look, but I don’t think they found anything useful since they haven’t called.”

“Damn.”

“That about sums it up.”

Sia suggested, “Seems like the only path forward is to figure out who the hell the bald guys are.”

Tia added, “We talked about that a little among ourselves and thought the library here might have something. Like, they were mentioned in old issues of the newspaper or something.”

Scarlett asked, “Have they been digitized? I can have Amber analyze them.”

Anders slapped his hands together and laughed. “Are you kidding? This is Provo. Of course they haven’t been.”

Sia shrugged. “Not very high on the list of priorities for the town, I presume.”

Aldrin offered, “Since they’re a magical group, perhaps a magical library would have information. I’ll check the one in Salt Lake City.”

Runeclaw asked, “Was there a library in Tinrorgan?”

Scarlett nodded. “Yeah. I saw a sign for it. You were busy making snarky comments about the drow drinking tea.”

“Well, it’s not a very dark elf kind of drink.”

“Like you know.” She held up a hand to cut off his reply. “Shut it. Yes, there’s a library in Tinrorgan, and yes, we’ll check there, too.”

Mara asked, “Can your infomancer friend do anything with the images from the museum?”

Scarlett replied, “I’m sure she’s trying. That’s my next stop, to get an update on the search and hopefully on the girl.”

Aldrin reminded her, “Stay safe. Call us if you need us. We’re always ready to help out.”

Scarlett and Runeclaw portaled to the parking lot of Wheels, stepping through the rift into a designated landing zone. The normal array of motorcycles was in front of the entrance, and several Witches had gathered outside, laughing and admiring one another’s rides. Scarlett waved to those she knew, got introduced to a new probationary member with stunning platinum hair that almost glowed with its own light, and headed inside.

The bar was mostly empty with only the regulars in their usual seats and the Witches who normally hung out. Lin was behind the bar, and Scarlett went to the drow. Runeclaw jumped onto the bar, and the other woman scratched him behind the ears.

Scarlett announced, “He thinks drow don’t drink tea.”

Lin made a face. “Nasty stuff. Why would you ever choose that over coffee or beer?”

Scarlett laughed. “All right. One point to the cat.”

Runeclaw offered her an actual bow, then sat primly. Lin put a bowl of water on the counter for him and a bottle of beer in front of Scarlett. As she took her first sip, Lin asked, “Want some food?”

“As long as it’s not pizza.” She explained her previous meeting.

Lin frowned. “Sucks that we don’t have a lead.”

“It does. How’s our guest?” Scarlett’s gaze flicked up toward where the bedroom on the second floor was.

Lin shook her head. “Same as she was. Come on.” They walked upstairs. The girl was still sleeping in the same position.

Scarlett asked, “Has she even moved?”

The other woman shook her head with a frown. “Not that I can see.”

“What did Snow say?”

“That he needed to do some more research.”

“Damn.”

Lin chuckled darkly. “Yeah, when he doesn’t know what’s going on, it’s usually something bad.”

“I think food will have to wait. I’d better get a move on with my research.”

As they walked back down the stairs, Lin offered, “Let me get you a snack pack for the road.”

Scarlett raised an eyebrow at the other woman. “Are you referring to food?”

The drow laughed. “Yes, this time. You’re carrying your gun, right?”

The revolver was in its holster at the small of her back. “Always.”

“Good girl. You never know what you’ll find around the next corner.”

Runeclaw added, “Nine times out of ten, where Scarlett is concerned, it’ll probably be trouble.”

She would’ve argued, but recent events proved him right more often than not.


CHAPTER SEVEN


When they reached the bottom floor, Lin moved off to pull together Scarlett’s care package, and Scarlett angled toward where Amber held down her usual spot in the booth. She slid in across from her, waited almost a full minute to be noticed, then uttered, “Runeclaw, kill.”

The cat snorted and rubbed his chin against the side of Amber’s laptop screen. That was enough to break the infomancer from her reverie, and she lurched to look first at the cat, then across at Scarlett. A smile blossomed on her face, and she reached out to scratch the cat. “Hi. Where did you come from?”

Scarlett tilted her head upward. “Upstairs. Checking on our patient.”

A frown replaced the smile. “I don’t get it. Snow doesn’t get it, which is downright scary.”

“Agreed. What are you up to?”

“Facial recognition search on the bald baddies from the museum.”

Scarlett replied, “I meant to ask you how that was going. So, how’s that going?”

The other woman chuckled, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “Not well.” She swiveled the laptop around to show Scarlett the screen.

“Is the feed from the museum usually that fuzzy?”

“Excellent question.” The infomancer reached around and tapped several keys to show a different image.

Scarlett said, “That one looks fine.”

Amber swiveled the laptop back to face her. “Our opponents used some sort of magic or technology to help defeat the surveillance.”

“We hate competent enemies.”

“Right?”

Scarlett drummed her fingers on the table. “Can you do anything about it?”

Amber sipped from the beer bottle near her right hand. “Of course. I’ve got one system working on refining the images while another does an initial search with the fuzzy ones. It’s taking forever. When you have garbage to work with, it’s a little challenging to make it anything other than slightly better garbage.”

Runeclaw offered helpfully, “Scarlett knows a lot about garbage.”

She flicked his ear with a finger. “Shut up, you.”

Amber asked, “What are you two up to?”

Scarlett shared the details of her earlier meeting with the folks from Provo. “We’re heading to Tinrorgan. They have a magical library there. Maybe it has something on these guys. Well, not on these specifically, I guess, but on the organization they belong to.”

“Seems like a reach.”

Scarlett couldn’t argue with that. “It’s what we’ve got. Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky. I deserve a solid reward from the universe for putting up with Runeclaw.”

The cat hissed in response, and they both laughed. Amber said, “I’ll keep you updated if we get any information here.”

Scarlett slid out of the booth and stood. “And I, you. Come on, troublemaker.”

Runeclaw jumped to her shoulder, and she crossed to take a bag that Lin held out to her. “Enjoy. And be careful.”

Scarlett nodded. “You know it.”

The drow raised an eyebrow. “No, I know you, which is why I am specifically reminding you to be careful.” She pointed at Runeclaw. “And you, too. I thought you were the voice of reason right up until you jumped through that portal. You’re as bad as she is.”

Runeclaw shook his head sadly. “Cruel. Deeply, deeply cruel.”

“But accurate.”

They portaled back to the hotel, where Scarlett pulled a backpack from one of the saddlebags and shoved her belongings into it. The serpentine knife wrapped in an old T-shirt went in, as did the unexplained compass that seemed to detect magic. She had two such magics now with the ring the gnomes had given her.

She tossed in her potions, making a note to stop at Winter’s Whispers to grab a replacement potion for the one she’d used, then shoved the food bag inside it. It held a peanut butter and jelly sandwich for her, a tin of tuna for Runeclaw, a sleeve of cookies, and two bottles of water. Lin had hooked her up well. The visit to the kemana and the library might have been fun if the purpose hadn't been so dire.

They portaled to the spot outside the security guard’s post in the tunnel toward Tinrorgan, and the hulking Kilomea nodded at them. “Recognize you. Go ahead.”

As Scarlett thanked him, Runeclaw jumped up and waved a paw at him in a half-attack, which made the giant laugh in a deep, gruff voice.

The city was bowl-shaped, with houses rising along the sides and city streets similar to those on the surface at the bottom. They walked past restaurants and shops as they headed into it, their noses working hard to pull in all the unique scents of Oriceran cooking.

As usual, she and Runeclaw drew stares as they walked through the city streets. She presumed it had more to do with the cat than her amazing beauty. She snorted internally, then observed, “I can’t imagine living underground.”

“Not everyone grew up like you did. I’m sure there are those for whom this is normal and the outdoors too much to handle.”

“How about you?”

“All I know is cities. Going to your home on Oriceran was one of the few times I’ve ever been out of them, well, aside from riding through the desert.”

“You prefer the city?” She gestured around. “There’s a lot to do, I’ll give it that.”

“I like both. I tend to be happy wherever I am. Neither is a huge impact on me.”

She wished she felt the same. Being here felt like a less intense version of being under the Redthorn excavation. It felt like the place might collapse upon her at any moment.

Repeating the earlier trip’s itinerary, their first stop was at Winter’s Whispers, where she collected a few items for her family and topped off her potion supply. Scarlett traded a few words with the other woman, but her shop was busy, and Winter didn’t have much time for social niceties. A good problem to have, Scarlett thought.

The next stop was to visit the dwarf, Jalor. Fortunately for her but probably unfortunate for him, his place wasn’t busy. She shrugged off her backpack, took out the bundle containing the knife, and set it on a table. She unfolded it carefully to reveal the weapon.

The dwarf peered at it. “May I?”

Scarlett replied, “Of course.”

Jalor donned a pair of gloves and gently lifted the knife from the surface, careful to keep his hands away from the tip, and held it up to the light. “This is old. Very old.” He turned it over and examined the metal.

“No markings. Can’t tell who made it. It’s exceedingly well constructed, though. You’d think whatever craftsman did this work would want to be associated with it.”

He spent some time peering at the tip. “Poison reservoir. Looks like maybe a tiny bit of wax to hold it in place, which would be dislodged during a fight. Not how I’d do it.”

She looked at the tip and noticed the residue he’d spotted. “What would you do differently?”

“I probably wouldn’t use a poison blade in the first place. If I did, I’d use magic to hold it in. That way, there wouldn’t be a chance of it breaking free at an inopportune moment.”

“Like, all the time? You’d always have the spell running?”

He shrugged. “Yeah. Although you could enchant a sheath to maintain the spell for you. Then you’d only need to worry about it when the knife was drawn. A little practice and it would be a seamless transition.”

Scarlett nodded. “That makes sense. I guess I didn’t think it all the way through.”

Runeclaw was pacing along a display cabinet nearby. He snorted. “Imagine that.”

The dwarf turned at the meow from the cat. Scarlett shook her head. “He’s insulting me. Normal stuff. Nothing to worry about.”

Jalor laughed. “Sounds like fun. Would you like to leave this with me? I can date it for you, at least.”

She saw the hopeful look in his eyes but declined. “I need to keep it with me, I’m afraid.”

He wrapped it up and handed the bundle over. “Well, if you eventually want to know more about it, you know where I am.” As she stowed it in her backpack, he asked, “How are the knives working out?”

“Very well, thank you. Now that they’re enchanted, I can even hit things with them more often than not.”

He laughed. “But you don’t love them enough to wear them all the time.” He nodded toward her wrists.

“The sheaths are a little obvious. I don’t want people thinking I’m looking for trouble.”

Runeclaw interjected, “Even though you are.”

“Shut it, you.” She smiled at Jalor. “Thanks for everything. Appreciated.”

Her next stop was at the gnomes’ shop. One of the trio recognized her immediately and ran into a back room. A moment later he came out with the phoenix pin Jules had given her. He said, “The enchantment will aid you in understanding the nature of the magics you encounter.”

Scarlett blinked. She hadn’t known such a thing was possible. “That seems incredibly useful. Thank you.”

“We try. You’re welcome.”

She pinned it to her shirt, then dug into her backpack and produced the compass. “Maybe you can figure this out for me.”

He grinned as he took it from her and turned it over in his hands, an almost avaricious spark in his eyes. “We’ll definitely try. Anything else we can get you?”

“Directions to the library.”

The trio immediately started arguing about which way was best, and one finally stepped forward and gave her directions. The others added corrections, but he told Scarlett to ignore them. She thanked them and left, holding the laughter at bay until the door closed behind them.

Runeclaw remarked, “Interesting people in this town.”

“You’re not kidding, buddy. Let’s go do what we came here to do.”


CHAPTER EIGHT


The gnomes’ directions were good, and they arrived at the library after only a short walk. It was a two-story building designed to fit in perfectly with all of the smaller shops around. A narrow storefront on the street expanded outward as she passed through the door into an oddly shaped building full of angles and corners. It seemed as if it had been an afterthought in the city’s design and rammed into the available space once someone decided having a library would be a good idea.

A pair of witches sat at the reception desk. They looked similar enough to be sisters and good-naturedly argued as they examined books and cast spells, probably preservation charms. The place was one huge room, with books lining all the walls and arranged on shelves in the middle section.

One of the witches looked up at her. “What can we do for you, dear?”

Scarlett smiled. “I’m looking for information on magical, um, organizations.”

The other witch tilted her head. “Organizations, like what?”

Runeclaw leapt up. “Gangs. Cults. Evildoers.”

The witches laughed, and one replied, “Well, that is quite expansive.”

Scarlett asked, “You can understand him?”

The other witch tapped her wand gently on the desk. “Language charm. Useful for librarians.”

“I didn’t know that existed.”

The other witch slapped her sister on the arm. “It doesn’t. She’s lying. We have cats of our own. Magical ones, like your friend here.”

Runeclaw chuckled. “I like them.”

Scarlett grinned. “Me too, buddy.” She shifted her gaze back to the witches. “Any suggestions on where to look?”

The witch who had made up the story about the charm waved her wand, and a glowing line appeared on the floor. It ended near the back wall at a bookcase with a shelf that was also glowing. “Start there. Let me know if you don’t find what you need, and we’ll do a deeper search.”

Scarlett thanked them and headed along the path. Runeclaw commented, “They seem to have had that answer pretty quickly.”

“Librarian magic, I presume.”

“That’s a thing?”

“Every librarian I’ve ever known has been far smarter than seems possible, at least about the contents of their domain. So, yeah, I’m gonna call it magic.”

He grunted approval. “Fair enough.”

When they reached the shelf, they discovered it was full of history books on magical groups. She pulled down several, took them to a nearby table, and sat to read. She paged through and was astonished at how many magically affiliated groups had crept up in the years since the two planets had come together. It seemed impossible for so many to have sprung up in so short a time.

Several, she discovered, were magical extensions of groups that had existed beforehand. She thought that made sense and wondered if existing members had found their way to magical abilities or if immigrants from Oriceran had taken over the organizations. She said so to Runeclaw.

He replied, “It’s possible that any magical connection was only a story. You can never be sure if they were doing magic or pretending to.”

Scarlett idly turned the next page as she thought about his comment, then froze. A picture of several bald men in gemstone-colored robes almost jumped off the page to meet her eyes. “Look at this.”

Runeclaw stood from where he’d been sitting with his paws tucked underneath him, stretched, and ambled over to look at the page. “The Luminous Veil. Pretentious.”

“Probably not to the members, but yeah, I’m with you. This looks like it could be them. Not the same people, of course. This picture is decades old, and none of them are young. But the organization.”

His head moved from side to side as he scanned the page. “It doesn’t have any information about them.”

“Shocker, right?”

“You do seem to lack luck when it comes to things like this.”

She poked him in the side. “I never did before I knew you. I think it’s your influence.”

He swatted at her finger. “I think you’re lying. If not, it’s probably the universe balancing the scales for my amazing awesomeness.”

Scarlett laughed. “Yeah. That.” She dug her phone out of her pocket, took pictures of all the relevant information, closed the book, and carried it to the reshelving cart.

Runeclaw asked, “Not going to keep looking?”

“We have something to go on. Maybe one of the others will find another piece. I think it’s time for a visit home.”

“To Provo?”

“No. Home home.” She opened a portal to her village and walked into her family’s house to find only her mother inside. After exchanging greetings and hugs, Scarlett asked, “Where is everyone?”

Her mother waved a hand. “Working. Goofing off. The usual.”

“Have you ever heard of an organization called the Luminous Veil?”

Her mother’s face went blank as she searched her memory, then she shook her head. “No. Should I have? What is it?”

Scarlett deflated, but only a touch. She hadn’t expected it to be that easy. “A magical group on Earth. If they’re who I think they are, they’re some very bad people.”

Her mother frowned. “You’re not getting into trouble, are you?”

Runeclaw laughed. “Always.”

Scarlett gave him a gentle kick to the side. “No.”

“If anyone would know anything about them, it would be Isante.”

Scarlett nodded. “I was thinking along the same lines. I’ll go visit.”

Her mother smiled. “Have you been working out?”

“Not enough to make her happy.”

The other woman laughed. “No one works out enough to make her happy.”

Scarlett joined in the mirth. “Too true.” She hugged and kissed her mother, then headed across the open area in the middle of her village to Isante’s house. She rang the bell, and the other woman answered in only a few seconds.

After the usual discussion of whether she’d been training—not enough—and how her integration with the pendant her grandmother had given her was going, Isante made a pot of tea. They sat together at the table. Her teacher poured as Scarlett asked, “I’m looking for information on a group called Luminous Veil. Have you heard of them?”

Isante set the pot back down, lifted her cup to her lips, and took a sip before replying. “A group on Earth. Wizards, as I recall. Exclusively male.”

Excitement surged inside Scarlett. Her teacher sounded quite familiar with them. “That’s correct as near as I can tell. They’re all bald, and they wear brightly colored robes.”

“Yes, that’s what I remember. They’re a small group—well, the principal members are few, anyway. I’m sure they have hirelings and so forth. What’s your interest in them?”

“They were involved in the excavation of some magical metal. I’m pretty sure they used it to create collars that can control minds.”

Isante frowned. “Unethical, to say the least. Evil, more likely.”

Scarlett sipped her tea. “That’s my feeling about them. What else can you tell me?”

Isante closed her eyes and remained silent for at least half a minute. When she opened them, she said, “They’ve been involved in a great number of questionable activities. Or, I should say, it’s suspected they have been. They’re highly secretive and rarely seen in any guise where anyone can identify them.”

“The bald heads are a giveaway, though.”

“Which they can easily hide with illusion or a wig. You might have seen them and don’t even know it.”

That thought sent a chill through Scarlett. She hadn’t put it together herself, but it was obvious now that her teacher had mentioned it. She might very well have been in the presence of a bald baddie on several occasions in Provo and not realized it.

She whispered a soft curse and shook her head. “Well, that will make everything a little more tense when I return. What else do you know about them?”

Isante shrugged. “The usual stuff for such an organization. They crave power above all and wealth as a means to power. My recollection is that this group is particularly vicious. They don’t care much about collateral damage in pursuit of their goals.”

Scarlett thought about the way they’d used vehicles as attackers and the number of people they’d taken from Provo and its surroundings. “That certainly seems to fit.”

Isante’s face changed, going from thoughtful to sharp. She asked, “What’s in your bag?”

She looked in surprise at the floor where her backpack sat behind her chair. “Why?”

“I sense something.”

“Probably the knife. Or maybe the pin.” She gestured at the object on her shirt. “Some gnomes made it for me. It’s to help me understand the nature of magic. Whatever that means. Gnomes, am I right?”

Isante waved at her. “Not the pin. Something more powerful.”

Scarlett withdrew the knife, set it on the table, and carefully unwrapped it. When she revealed it, Isante asked, “Where did you get this?”

“From one of the members of the Veil. He tried to stab me from behind with it. Didn’t work out for him.”

“I hope you’ve been careful. Some traces of the poison remain.”

“I have been. I didn’t detect any residue, though.”

Isante’s smile looked downright nasty. “Your experience with poisons is rather less than mine. Come downstairs. I’ll clean it for you.”

A few minutes later, they were inside Isante’s warded circle. The other woman examined the blade carefully. “It’s as I suspected. This blade is much more than it seems.”

“How so?”

The other woman smiled. “That is what we will discover together.”


CHAPTER NINE


Scarlett asked, “Okay, so the blade is more than it seems. What are we going to do?”

Isante replied, “First, we figure out everything we can about this weapon. Seems like a good time to try out your new bauble.” She gestured at the phoenix pin.

“I’m not sure how it works.”

Runeclaw batted her with a paw and echoed Isante. “Seems like a good time to figure it out.”

Her teacher replied, “Wise cat.”

Scarlett countered, “Unwise student, yeah, you’re both so funny.” She reached up, placed a hand on the pin, and boosted her magical senses. She felt the magic within the pin wanting to spill out, but its range was exceedingly limited.

She used her power to enhance it, to stretch out the pin’s awareness, for lack of a better word, until it encompassed the blade. Her mouth filled with dry dust, and she coughed. The spell dissipated.

Isante asked, “Are you all right?”

Scarlett nodded. “The knife feels like death.”

“That’s my impression as well. It could be the blade or the remnants of the poison it has carried.”

Runeclaw asked, “Isn’t a blade designed to contain poison dark in and of itself?”

Isante lifted her shoulder in a slight shrug. “Poisons don’t have to be fatal.”

Scarlett added, “But the ones used with this blade certainly were.”

“That was a choice of the wielder, not of the weapon.” She clarified, “Well, probably not of the weapon.”

Scarlett’s eyes rose from regarding the blade to meet her teacher’s. “You mean it’s sentient?”

Isante nodded. “I believe so. It would explain a great deal.”

Scarlett considered that information for several seconds. She wasn’t sure she was the right person to carry a dark blade with a mind of its own. Still, the opportunity was notable, and her need for tools to deal with the Veil was great. “What do I do?”

“Bonding with a sentient magic item is always a challenge. It will be doubly so in this case since this one carries such a dark aura. You will have to be strong and careful.”

“Or?”

Her teacher offered a thin smile. “Or the blade will become the dominant partner in your arrangement. In which case, you won’t leave the circle until I figure out how to break that bond. Doing so will doubtless damage you, probably permanently.”

Runeclaw asked, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Scarlett was pretty sure she heard actual worry in his tone. “It’s not like we have a ton of options at the moment. We need all the power we can get to deal with the scumbags.”

Isante observed, “You are a skilled practitioner. You should be up to the task.”

She chuckled darkly. “See, Runeclaw? I’m skilled. No problem.”

He countered, “You’re skilled at being a problem.”

“If the knife does take over my brain, I hope it slaps you silly.”

“Don’t make me bite you.”

Scarlett drew a deep breath, then released it slowly. “I’m ready.”

Isante instructed, “Set the blade on your leg. Hold the hilt in one hand and touch the blade with the other. Then send your consciousness, your power, toward it.”

Scarlett brought it into place across her thighs. “What can I expect?”

“The bonding process is particular to the object. The only way to know is to do it.”

Of course. “All right. Here I go.” Keeping a thread of power channeled through the phoenix pin in case it could give her any perspective, Scarlett focused her mind and magic on the blade. Her gaze traveled along it, admiring each graceful curve, noting the perfection of the metal. Her awareness faded until all she saw was the glittering of lights along the blade. Then she was suddenly in a different place.

The landscape around her was barren with cracked earth underfoot. It was a desert, the color of ash in all directions, unbroken except by the patterns made by the cracks in the ground. She turned a slow circle, gazing out at the unending emptiness.

When she returned to her original position, she discovered she was no longer alone. In front of her swayed a huge emerald snake with ebony markings, shaped like a cobra with its hood stretched out to the sides. Its body was so big that she couldn’t have wrapped it with both arms. Its eyes were glittering green orbs with golden vertical slits, and wicked-looking fangs jutted out from its mouth. It hissed, but she understood the words. “So, you seek to master me.”

She forced herself to look away from its eyes, which were trying to entrap her. Staring at its body was no better, as it swayed from side to side, almost mesmerizing. Instead, she defocused and looked at everything at once, as she would in a battle. Which, perhaps, this was. “I seek to join with you as a partner, yes.”

The snake’s laughter was sibilant. “You are not worthy.”

Scarlett countered, “Why? Because I am less murderous than your previous wielder?”

“He was not worthy either. You lack power.”

She snorted. “Says the being trapped forever in a blade. How about I go lock you in a closet?”

The snake coiled tighter. Anger rippled through it from its tail to the tip of its head. “No need to be hasty.”

“Thought so. Let’s get down to it.”

“Very well.” The snake attacked. It slithered forward and feinted a bite at her shoulder.

She stepped back to avoid it, which meant the tail whipping around at her side was now at her back. She had anticipated the attack and hopped backward over it, then slammed a burst of force magic at the snake. The magic struck and dissipated without doing any damage.

The snake pressed its advantage and struck again with its tail, leaping forward with massive ripples throughout its muscular body. She threw fire, but the scales were impervious to it. Frost met the same result.

Scarlett wrapped layers of force magic around her arms to supplement the shields already covering her whole body and used them to intercept the snake’s next bite. It struck from above, one fang slamming into each protected forearm, and failed to penetrate.

She thought the snake’s eyes widened in shock or surprise and taunted, “Not as tough as you think you are.” She rammed a foot forward with all her strength channeled through it. The kick connected, and the snake slithered backward, having felt the impact. Ha. Take that, smug slithery bastard.

It regarded her for a moment, likely thinking similar uncomplimentary thoughts about her, then resumed the attack with something entirely unexpected. Its whole body convulsed, and it hurtled through the air toward her. Its body wrapped around her and began squeezing. The movement had been so fast that it was all she could do to ensure her arms stayed free as her brain babbled about flying snakes.

She grabbed the thing’s neck as the fangs flashed toward her face, stopping it inches away from her skin. The snake’s forked tongue came out and tickled her eyebrow as she dipped her head defensively. It had been going for her eyes, which were now tightly closed. The barbs on the tip of the snake’s tail battered the force shields on her legs, but they held for the moment.

She channeled more magic into the phoenix pin and sought the nature of the magic the snake possessed. The effort availed her nothing. Whatever the snake was, its magic was only what she had discovered so far or was more than the item could detect. She searched around frantically for any advantage, and her eye fell on the strange black markings on the snake’s hide. They were the same subtle markings that adorned the dagger’s blade.

In this place, she could create a version of the knife that was as solid and real as everything else. It materialized in her hand, and she stabbed it into the back of the snake’s head. It stiffened, hissed, then unwound and slithered away. Its sibilant laughter sounded again. “Very good. You figured it out.”

Their connection blossomed like a lock's tumblers had fallen into place. She had bested the snake, at least enough that he would work with her. She was sure it wasn’t the last time they would struggle for supremacy in the relationship. She replied, “You will be the kind of partner who’s always looking out for me, right?”

He laughed again. “For us. What’s best for us.”

“Why don’t I think that ‘us’ is a fifty-fifty split?”

His mirth was evident in his tone. “Because you understand me.”

Scarlett let the trance fade and opened her eyes to find Isante watching her expectantly. “It’s over. I won. For now.”

Her teacher nodded. “It’s good that you realize it’s not over. A snake usually symbolizes deception. You’ll need to be careful.”

Scarlett chuckled. “When am I not?”

Runeclaw replied, “All the time, for a start.”

“Why can’t I have an ally who looks out for my best interests without being a jerk about it?”

“You don’t deserve one.”

Scarlett couldn’t help but laugh. “Jerk.”

He rolled his eyes at her. “How original.”

Isante asked, “Will you use the poison?”

Scarlett met her teacher’s gaze and felt as if she was being tested. Fortunately, she didn’t have to dissemble. “Not a fatal one. But it would be useful to put a tranquilizer of some kind in there.”

Her teacher’s slight frown turned into a small smile. “I have just the thing. Good choice.” The other woman rose.

Scarlett did the same. “See, Runeclaw? Good choice.”

“Even a blind pig finds a truffle sometimes.”

She scowled. “Are you saying I’m blind or I’m a pig?”

“Take your pick.”

Scarlett turned to Isante. “Can I leave him with you?”

Her teacher laughed. “Not on your life.”


CHAPTER TEN


Camus closed the heavy ledger, set his fountain pen back in its holder, and slid open the most secure drawer of his desk. He’d already canceled out the wards to extract the ledger, so there was no danger in returning it. He used his wand to reactivate the lethal protections when it was back where it belonged.

The drawer was magically shielded, with enough layers of defense that if the entire house spontaneously exploded into fragments, the drawer would be the only thing left intact. This was important because the book was the latest volume in the history of the Luminous Veil, and it was the leader’s sacred duty to maintain the official record of the organization.

He had read every volume, as had every leader before him. In those pages had been hidden the pieces of magic he needed to create the collars and between the covers, the knowledge of the blood-soaked battleground that lent power to those who knew how to access it.

He whispered a small spell to speak to the man in the corridor. Ellis opened the door an instant later, clad in his usual black suit. Ever since the battle on the plateau, his chief bodyguard seemed more deferential. Camus thought perhaps Ellis hadn’t recognized the lethality of the man he protected. Whatever the reason, he always valued respect.

Camus stood, buttoned his jacket, and nodded at his subordinate. “It’s time. Is all well?”

“Yes. No apparent reaction to your victory.”

Camus walked past and waved for him to follow. “Hopefully that display served its purpose. It wasn’t about defeating the one challenger but about reminding the group of our relative stations.”

“Do you think it did?”

Camus opened the door to the staircase that led to the basement vault. “It will take several meetings to know for sure, but the looks on their faces at the battle told me a great deal. They will be reluctant to challenge me formally.”

Ellis nodded, confirming that he’d gotten the same impression. “Which means we’ll have to watch for subtle alliances among them.”

“Of course, and as always. That’s a concern for later. Today, we have more pressing matters. Which is why I’ve asked you here.”

“Anything you need.”

Camus muttered the incantations, shaped the magic, and made the necessary gestures to reveal and unlock the hidden door. He passed through with Ellis a step behind. The other man had taken to heart how quickly the door closed behind them on their last visit. Once inside, he shrugged off his jacket and set it on a nearby stand, then retrieved and donned his robes. A small box in the wardrobe yielded a narrow vial about as long as his pinky, and he held it carefully.

“For tonight, your role is to protect me in the unlikely chance that anyone should break in here and ensure I am safe. The spell I’m performing has the potential to go awry. If it does, I might need medical attention.” He gestured. “The cabinet over there has an artificially intelligent advanced medkit and several healing potions. If the potions fail, the device should be sufficient for you to stabilize me until you can call upon my doctor for assistance.”

Ellis looked uncomfortable. “As you wish. Is that my only recourse? Should I reach out to any of the other members if something goes wrong?”

Camus stepped into the metal ring that served as the boundary of his magical circle. “Under no circumstances. While I don’t think any will challenge again anytime soon, I doubt any would miss the opportunity to advance themselves if I should be weakened. No, we will not trust them under any circumstances, no matter how dire.”

Ellis nodded. “Very well.” He turned ninety degrees and put his back to the wall where he could see the ring and the door.

Camus invoked the circle’s protections. As the boundary materialized, he settled himself in lotus position in the exact center of the ring. He took the deep breaths required to slip into the deep meditative state essential for casting magic such as he would perform tonight.

When his mind was clear, he set his wand on the floor beside him, took the small flask he’d brought in both hands, removed the cap, and downed the liquid in a single gulp. It burned like lava as it flowed down his throat into his stomach. He gasped at the pain of it, then mastered himself and shoved that sensation from his awareness. Already, the building power inside him sought release.

The recipe for the potion was also part of the knowledge passed down from previous leaders. It boosted raw magical power like an energy potion did but also magnified the reach of that power.

It was dangerous. A mistake in the crafting could turn it lethal, but that was perhaps the least of it. Without perfect discipline, he risked following his magic down avenues that could lead to other powerful practitioners who might use the connection against him. Fortunately, discipline was something he had in abundance.

He summoned the image of the metal collar into his mind. He had been involved in every step of crafting them and knew their construction intimately. The amalgam had been magically fused and was unique, as far as he knew. He spread his awareness, searching for that particular signature of magic and metal.

Normally, his reach might encompass a city the size of Provo. Now it spiraled out for miles and miles, covering the ground faster than the speediest jet fighter in search of the objects that would resonate with it.

The telltale presence of the collars popped up on the mental map in his mind, and he smiled with deep satisfaction at their locations. Their plan was working well. The diffusion of the collared servants was proceeding faster than he’d anticipated as the avarice of the rich and powerful overwhelmed those people’s good sense.

When it came time to turn the magic outward and influence those pivotal people in important positions that could benefit the organization, the Luminous Veil would be in an even better position than he’d dared hope at the outset.

He clamped down firmly on his wandering mind. That was exactly the kind of distraction that could lead to disaster. He made a mental note that they would need more subjects in the near future to spread their influence even further before invoking the next stage of the plan.

Then he reviewed the glowing icons before him. They were all present. He sought the one that carried the signature of his most prized servant, who had been stolen from him, and found it easily. It smelled of her perfume to his magical senses.

She was weak, more so than he thought she’d be in the short time they’d spent apart. On the positive side, that meant she wouldn’t have revealed anything to her captors and had almost certainly been unconscious the whole time. It also made recovering her quickly all the more urgent.

He sent the command for her to open her eyes. She did, and he used the connectivity of the collar to see what she saw. A bedroom, simple and bare. The walls and ceiling were wooden planks.

The effort to turn her head cost her more than he liked, but it revealed several pieces of furniture and a window. More importantly, he saw a large piece of fabric with a logo and the words Witches on Wheels around it. He knew of the motorcycle club and better, knew where to find them. He put the girl back to sleep and severed the connection.

Camus pulled his awareness back, unraveling the connections he’d made. When he was fully back inside his mind, he cast another spell he had learned from the book. It would help his body eliminate the potion he’d taken more quickly so it wouldn’t be a distraction. Then he stood and banished the protective wards around the circle.

Ellis looked at him. “Everything all right, boss?”

He nodded as he pulled off the decorative robe. “I know where she is. With the Witches on Wheels.”

Ellis frowned. “They’re formidable.”

Camus couldn’t argue. Their involvement at the Redthorn excavation site hadn’t gone unnoticed. Neither had their support of the Oriceran witch. As they said, the last time paid for all. “It’s time to end their interference. We’ll use the Ghosts again.”

His subordinate’s frown deepened. “Undependable. Unpredictable.”

Camus nodded. The group was both of those things. “But appropriately violent. Consider them cannon fodder. A distraction, to allow your team to get in and grab the girl.”

The negative expression flipped to a bloodthirsty smile. “Now that’s a plan I can get behind.”

Camus nodded. “So happy to have pleased you. Do it fast. I’m not sure how much longer she has.”

Ellis nodded. “On it. Should be back to you before the night’s over.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Scarlett stepped through her portal into the busy driveway of the Spell Riders’ garage. The place was overflowing today, with motorcycles parked outside the building, each with someone nearby with a toolbox.

Maddox came over and hugged her, then gestured around at the chaos. “Tune-up day. Everyone’s in to do whatever little stuff their motorcycles require. It’s like a holiday for us. But with beer. And hot dogs out back if you want.”

Scarlett replied, “Is there anything I should be doing with Dusk Runner?”

“Nothing in particular. That bike is pretty much self-sufficient. Someone did good work on her.”

Scarlett laughed. “As I recall, you did the work on the motorcycle.”

“Like I said.”

Runeclaw observed, “Scarlett’s not real quick on the uptake.”

Maddox crouched and ruffled the cat’s ears. “Suits you well, then. Your inexhaustible need to feel superior, I mean.”

“Cats are superior by default.”

The mechanic and wizard rose, shaking his head. “Yeah, sure, whatever you say.” He returned his attention to Scarlett. “What are you up to?”

“Just stopped by to chat with Snow about our patient.”

Maddox’s expression fell. “That poor girl. Come on, let’s go find him.”

Snow wasn’t in his usual place but was working on his motorcycle in a corner of the garage. He rose, wiped off his hands on a nearby rag, and hugged her. She asked, “Any progress on your research?”

Snow shook his head. “None. Zip. Zilch. I’m trying to do something with my hands to see if it will spark my mind to figure something out.”

“Maybe talking it out would help.”

He nodded. “Let’s grab a soda.” They went into the small break room, extracted two cans from the refrigerator, and sat at the table. Each popped the top and indulged in a deep drink. Then Snow put his can on the table and rubbed his face.

“The collar is made of an amalgam of different metals. One is the same as the sample you gave me from the excavation site. The others are different, and at least one is magical as well.

“It’s difficult to tell exactly what’s what because they’re so combined and intertwined that isolating a single signature is difficult. Especially since I can’t get the thing off of her to put it under a microscope or anything. My magic can do a lot, but sometimes the traditional ways are best.”

Scarlett slid the can from side to side between her hands on the table. “Sounds like a mess. How do we deal with it if you can’t learn anything else?”

“I’ll have to get inside the collar magically and convince it to open on its own. That might be a magical command, or it might be unraveling whatever holds it together. Until I get in there and look for real, I can’t know what’s holding it together.”

“Why haven’t you done that yet?” She was careful to control her tone so it didn’t sound like an accusation, only a question.

He let his hands fall into his lap. “Because it’s dangerous to the girl. Or at least I think it is. It makes sense that it would be.” He waved in frustration. “I don’t know. Whatever’s going on with her and that collar is beyond my experience.”

“Is it bad that she’s not waking up?”

“Almost certainly. It’s worse that she seems to be getting weaker, too.”

“Because of the metal?”

He shrugged. “Probably not the metal itself. The spells woven into it, more likely. I’m not sure why, but I think it’s draining her.”

Scarlett processed that statement while she took another sip of soda. Then she set the can down with a thud. “These bastards are evil. I bet it’s a feature, not a bug.”

Snow finished his drink and threw the can across the room into the recycling bin. “Yes. They definitely are.”

She stood. “I’m gonna head back to Wheels and see if there’s any news.”

He matched her motion. “I’ll come with you. Trying to distract myself here seems doomed to fail. I was already fixing things that weren’t broken on my bike when you came in.”
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Scarlett split off from Snow as they walked in the door of Wheels. The Spell Rider headed for the staircase leading up to the bedroom where his patient was doubtless still unconscious while she angled toward the bar. Lin was behind it, sipping a glass of lemonade. Scarlett sat on a stool.

Lin greeted Runeclaw first as the cat leapt onto the bar beside her, then asked, “Hey, chickie, what’s up?”

“Visited the Spell Riders. Snow is on his way upstairs. What’s up with the girl?”

Lin frowned. “Nothing good. She’s still asleep, and no amount of talking or poking will wake her. Wren even tried pricking her with a needle to see if acupuncture might work. No joy.”

“Damn.”

“You said it.” She pointed toward the corner. “Amber’s here and seems to be working hard on something. I haven’t had a chance to go find out what since these losers,” she raised her voice and gestured at the regulars, who laughed, “keep needing things like drinks and food.”

Scarlett laughed and climbed off the stool. “I’ll go check in, then.”

Runeclaw landed on her shoulder as she moved away, and she gently flicked the cat on the nose. “Little warning, maybe?”

He swatted her hand as she pulled it back. “I need to keep you on your toes. Help maintain those sharp reflexes.”

“You might find yourself getting blasted with lightning.”

“As if you’d be quick enough to tag me.”

“Maybe we should find out right now.”

He set his paw on the back of her neck and unsheathed his claws, sending a shiver through her. “Yeah. Try it.”

“Maybe later,” she answered as she slid into the booth opposite Amber. Lin was right, the infomancer’s features were even more intense than normal, and her hands flew on her keyboard. Scarlett waited for a break in the action. “What you up to?”

Amber replied without looking up, “I think I’ve got something.”

“On the metal collar?”

Her gaze flicked up to meet Scarlett’s. “No, sadly. Although my systems are searching every magical database on the planet for information on it. Something on the bald baddies.”

Scarlett replied, “The Luminous Veil.”

Amber tilted her head. “What?” Scarlett updated her on what she’d found out. “Huh. That doesn’t help, but cool.”

Scarlett gave a dark laugh. “Well, it’s one more search term, I guess. What did you find out?”

A glimmer of hope was kindling inside her, but perilously close to flaming out. One crack, one lead, could potentially break things open for them. She needed to take positive action soon, or she’d lose her mind.

“I have a backdoor into some Defense Department information.” Scarlett’s eyes widened, and the other woman rushed to add, “Nothing sensitive. But it has a list of contractors they work with. Those contractors have photo IDs.” She spun the computer to show Scarlett the screen. “I think he’s one of the people who visited the museum.”

“Wow. Great job cleaning up the image. Could it be a coincidence?”

Amber shook her head. “He had a guard, like the others did. I think it’s a solid lead.”

“Great work. What’s next?”

“Breaking into his company’s systems to find out who the hell he is, but more importantly, where we can find him.”

Runeclaw asked, “Can we help?”

Amber replied, “Maybe. I’ll need to check it out first.”

“You let us know.”

“Of course.”

Scarlett asked, “How long do you think it’ll take?”

The infomancer spun the screen to face her. “I’m already digging around. It depends. If I can find the server access, all I need to do is prepare to attack it like usual. That’ll take several hours but isn’t a problem in any way. If I can’t find it, I’ll have to see if someone else has it for sale. I can’t control how long that will take.”

“I get it. Like Runeclaw said, let us know if there’s any way we can help.” Scarlett considered the situation as the infomancer went back to work. Despite her research after the initial discovery, she hadn’t found much of anything specific that would lead them to the members of the Veil. It was always possible her Provo crew would figure something out, but Scarlett doubted it. Likely, if they found anything, it would be similar to what she discovered.

A bustle from the corner of the room caught her attention, and she walked over to investigate after whispering goodbye to Amber. Witches were carrying things downstairs from above.

Lin jogged over. “Snow thinks we need to get the thing off her right away. Wants all of us upstairs. They need some space for whatever he’s gonna do.”

A jolt of concern spread through her, and she dashed up. If Snow was that worried, things must be bad.


CHAPTER TWELVE


The upstairs bedroom was abuzz with activity when Scarlett reached it with Runeclaw on her shoulder and Lin at her heels. Several Witches on Wheels were taking out all the furniture except the bed. Wren and Maddox were both inside, which shocked Scarlett, who had seen neither downstairs.

Runeclaw found a corner to stay out of the way, and Scarlett stepped over to stand with him. Lin sidled up beside her, and Scarlett whispered, “What’s the deal?”

The drow gestured at Snow, who used Sharpie markers in various colors to write symbols on the wall and floor. They already covered the headboard.

“He says her situation has become precarious enough that he can’t wait any longer to take action. The call went out. As many Witches and Spell Riders as are available will show up here as soon as possible. Snow will use us all as a magic reservoir to power whatever spells he’s going to cast.”

“He knows how to fix it?”

Lin raised a hand and waggled it from side to side. “He has an idea, he said. I get the impression that if waiting was an option, he’d wait and do more research. Unfortunately, it doesn’t seem to be an option.”

Based on the ashen pallor of the girl’s skin, Scarlett would’ve made the same decision. Before, she had seemed notably unhealthy. Now she seemed like her life was leeching away. “Is it dangerous?”

Lin groaned. “Yes, to everyone. The process might kill the girl since for all we know there’s an intrusion detection spell in the collar. Snow will be in very real danger since he’ll have to go one-on-one with the collar. If it doesn’t have any defenses, he should be fine, but knowing the bald baddies the way we do, what do you think the chances of that are?”

Scarlett growled, “Slim. At best.”

“Exactly. And there’s some risk to the rest of us.”

“Of what kind?”

Lin looked as concerned as she’d ever seen the other woman. “Snow will be using us as a power source. If he pulls too much, if one of us lets him pull too much, the drain could cause permanent damage. Death, loss of magic, injury at least, if we were stupid enough to let it happen.”

Runeclaw advised, “Don’t be stupid.”

Scarlett rolled her eyes. “Thanks, buddy. I’ve been part of power-sharing before. I think it will be okay.”

A loud clap sounded from the far side of the room as Snow called for their attention. “All right, people. Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m going to engage the collar and use my magic to figure out how to undo its power or better, undo its physical form. It shouldn’t be that dangerous.

“Still, I want everyone shielded. If you sense I’m pulling too much power from you, drop out of the spell. It’s not worth your lives to save hers, especially since we don’t know if your sacrifice would accomplish that anyway. I’m hopeful we can do this without anyone being injured.”

Affirmation sounded all around. Scarlett refrained from mentioning he didn’t sound all that hopeful. Snow sat on the bed, rested one finger on the girl’s collar, and held her hand in his. “I’ll share my vision with you all through the connection so you can see what’s going on. Here we go.”

He paused long enough for everyone to sit since sharing someone else’s vision while you were standing was always a dicey prospect. Then Snow began to chant. His outline glowed in Scarlett’s eyes as magic spiraled around him, then reached out to touch everyone in the room save the girl.

The power he drew from them became visible, threads of brilliance that stretched across the room to him. The collar shone in sickly hues. Snow changed the chant, and Scarlett saw how weak the girl truly was. Her body seemed translucent, almost to the point of vanishing.

Snow began his attack on the collar, and Scarlett’s view rippled and spun as if she was flying into the brilliant metal. The trip ended suddenly above a strange landscape that seemed to have no clear up or down. They hovered in midair, surrounded by thin metallic threads that shone in different colors from one another and often multiple colors in themselves.

Scarlett understood they were representations of the metals and magic that made up the collar. She’d seen similar amalgams before, most recently while working with her wands under Snow’s tutelage, but this was more complicated than that by far. The threads twisted so tightly that they seemed to blend, the separation between one and the next almost impossible to identify. Some disappeared from the arrangement only to show up at another point, and she presumed they were hidden inside the twists of the others.

Snow said darkly, “This is worse than I imagined. Whoever created this object is damn good. Good, and evil as hell, that is.”

The drain on her power increased, and she focused on tracking how much she had left to ensure she didn’t sacrifice too much. Snow’s advice was solid, as always. Fortunately, with the new depth of magic she possessed thanks to her grandmother’s pendant, she was at low risk.

A feather touch on her mind alerted her to Runeclaw’s presence as he added his power to the flow. She murmured, “Don’t be stupid.”

He chuckled. “Can’t. You’re using up all the stupid.” His normal humor was absent, replaced by something that sounded a lot like concern, an emotion he didn’t evidence often.

Snow’s chanting took on a different tone as he worked on the collar’s cohesion. He gestured, and a section where several colors met relaxed slightly, the edges of each strand becoming visible. He made a motion with his other hand as if he was gently tugging on one of the strands and pulled it out slightly, then used the slack he’d created to pull out another, and a third. A wave of nausea struck Scarlett as a surge of power battered Snow backward, then it vanished as things solidified again.

He muttered, “It’s not sentient, but not unaware, either.”

Scarlett whispered, “What kind of knowledge could do this?”

Lin replied low, “None that I know of. Including Snow’s. This is some wicked garbage. I hope we get to have a long chat with whoever created it.”

Snow resumed his work. He wrapped the strands he’d separated in his power to keep them apart, then moved to a different portion of the landscape. Again, he created a gap and tugged. He stopped suddenly, hesitating as if waiting for a response, but none came. He nodded, satisfied at having stopped before provoking the thing’s defenses, then moved to yet another part of the collar.

Scarlett tamped down the frustration that threatened to overwhelm her mind. This process would require far more patience than she possessed, but Snow’s practice as an artificer had doubtless given him deep reservoirs of the stuff.

Time lost all meaning as he teased the threads of the collar apart as far as he could without getting hit again, loosening them all the way around, becoming more confident and faster as he went along. Finally, he had made the whole circle, and was back at the first. The strands were visibly separate now, but the collar’s power kept them together, a glow that surrounded them all and filled the spaces between each thread.

Snow announced, “I think I know what to do. I’m not sure how much power I’ll need to do it, so brace yourselves. Remember, if you feel too drained, fall out of the spell. We have power to spare.”

She sent her assent through the channel and felt that of others flow around her.

Snow nodded. His representation in the collar held up his hand, palm raised, and an armored articulated claw covered his hand. He lifted the other, and a rune-engraved prybar materialized in it. He moved to the strands, grabbed one with the claw gauntlet, and pulled. He shoved the prybar into the tiny gap that materialized before the collar reasserted the connection between them, then put his weight on it.

A screeching sound like a horde of angry bats blasted through Scarlett’s head, and she cringed and winced under the assault. Her breathing came heavy as she forced her brain to concentrate and block it out with an effort of will.

The room trembled around her as Snow’s power fought with that of the collar. Then the collar exploded with a bright flash that filled the room.

Scarlett felt burning pain as shards passed through her shield like it wasn’t there and sliced into her cheek. Others bounced off her enchanted leather and left behind deep gouges in the material.

Her eyes snapped open to see Snow slumped on the bed. Her magical vision remained, overlaid on her mundane sight, and it was obvious the girl was already improving. Her translucency had been markedly reduced and she grew more solid by the second. The collar’s settings must have protected her because the shards didn’t leave marks on her.

Snow crumpled off the bed with cuts all over his arms and face. Maddox snapped, “Healing potions.” He pulled one out of his jacket and knelt beside Snow to pour it into his mouth, ignoring his own wounds to take care of the artificer.

Scarlett grabbed hers and handed it to someone more wounded than she was. There would be some down in the armory, and it would be a simple matter to replace it.

At least, it should have been a simple matter. Explosions on the bottom floor promised that additional trouble had arrived.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Scarlett responded faster than those around her, bolting out the door an instant after the distinctive crump of a flash-bang grenade going off reached her ears. She ran down half the stairs and jumped the rest, landing in a crouch at the bottom. The scene ahead of her was chaos.

A gaggle of men in leather, most with beards, some with facial tattoos, had flooded in through the front and back doors and were wreaking havoc on the place. The grenade hadn’t been their first move since several tables were overturned, and broken glass littered the floor near them.

Scarlett reflexively drew her wand and threw a force bolt at the nearest attacker. It lifted him, threw him through the air, and slammed him into the back wall. She realized she’d used more magic than intended, possibly because she was still recovering from the effort upstairs.

Her mind didn’t connect the girl with the attackers but focused on the need to defend Wheels against an attack. It had happened before, so it wasn’t far out of the realm of possibility that someone decided to take another shot at the Witches.

One attacker pulled out a pistol. Scarlett reached out with her telekinesis, grabbed a chair, and threw it at the man. The bullets punched through the chair, one striking her in the meaty part of her left arm.

She twisted backward and spun from the impact, realizing two things. First, the chair had probably deflected the bullet partway, which kept it from hitting something more important. Second, the enemy was using anti-magic ammunition.

The Witches from upstairs flowed past her, and she shouted a warning about the guns. Runeclaw dashed away, and she called, “Runeclaw, be careful. They’re here to do some serious damage.”
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Well, of course they are. They didn’t stop by for a drink. More guns appeared in the hands of the invaders now that one had fired the first shot. Runeclaw spotted one man who had chosen a grenade instead and had drawn back his arm to throw it.

The cat couldn’t tell if it would be lethal or nonlethal, but it was bad news. He flicked his tail around and blasted the man with magical lightning. His target stutter-stepped before falling. The grenade clattered on the floor beside him, then suddenly sailed across into the corner, where it detonated amid a gaggle of customers who had found shelter there.

Fortunately, it was another flash-bang. Unfortunately, the way it had been thrown meant they also had magical opposition. He sent that information across the connection to Scarlett, received a pulse that told him she’d heard him, and started searching for whoever had redirected the grenade.
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Scarlett focused on her magic detection ring but felt no suggestion that anyone hid nearby. Her mind flicked to her knife, but it was in her backpack, which she’d left in the room upstairs. She looked around, judged she could make it, and ran for the bar with magically enhanced speed. She leapt over and crashed down behind it as bullets slammed into the bottles, breaking them and showering her with alcohol that landed on her shield and slid away.

She grabbed the shotgun from the lower shelf where it lived, checked to ensure it was loaded, and stuck it over the bar. She’d noticed where the innocents were and where her allies were engaging the invaders, and pointed away from them toward a group destroying the furniture along the near wall.

She pulled the trigger and rock salt shot out in a spray to elicit screams of anger and pain. She pulled the gun down, racked another round into the chamber, then stuck it up over and pulled the trigger again. She did that four more times, then dropped it and rose enough to peer over the bar.

A half-dozen angry men stared at her with guns in their hands. The barrage had accomplished exactly what she intended, drawing the invaders’ attention to her and away from her allies.

A flurry of magical attacks slammed into them from the side as Snow, Maddox, Lin, and Wren joined the fight.

Scarlett warned them, “We also have magicals in here.”
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Runeclaw spotted the telltale flicker of a veil as whoever was underneath it moved through the room. The ability to detect magic was one of his innate powers, but he always saw it rather than sensed it the way others did. He blasted the shimmer with lightning and held it there.

A moment later, the cloak failed and revealed six men in black uniforms. They split in half, the front three running toward the stairwell, the back three drawing wands and turning to engage Wheels’ defenders.

One focused on Runeclaw and blasted him with lightning. Scarlett’s shield protected him, but he dashed away from the invaders and back toward his allies. He’d gotten too far ahead of them for comfort, especially since he was out of Scarlett’s sight and wands and guns were in play.

The man tracked him with the electrical blast, which Runeclaw thought was a fairly rude act. What kind of person attacked a cat? Runeclaw ran under a table, which intercepted the barrage. Then the table detonated as the man switched to force magic.

A piece of wood caught Runeclaw and sent him tumbling, then scrambling. He wound up under a booth with his right side ablaze with pain. However, the man had lost track of him, which gave him the chance to move into the shadows, where his natural camouflage would be able to help him stay hidden.

He watched the fight as he steadied himself, then moved stealthily toward the stairs, where the three men had disappeared toward the second floor. He sent a message to Scarlett to warn her.
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Scarlett turned toward the stairs but was distracted as a fireball flew across the room at her. She couldn’t deflect it, or it would probably set the place on fire. She summoned frost magic, molded it into a cup shape, and threw it at the fireball.

The two exploded when they met. The collision sent water and shards of ice around the room, along with a heavy cloud of steam that burned one of the attackers. He fell back with a scream and dropped his pistol as his hands went up to his scorched face.

Scarlett leapt over the bar, whipped her wand across in an arc, and blasted electricity at the attacker who threw the fireball. His shield coalesced around him and her attack failed to penetrate. She had the gun loaded with anti-magic ammunition at the small of her back but didn’t want to use it. They needed a lead, and while the men in the leather jackets were probably nothing more than hired muscle, the men in black would be higher up the food chain. One might have something to offer, so alive was better than dead.

He extended both hands and small fireballs shot out of his spread fingers. Scarlett deflected the ones aimed at her and threw up protection to intercept the ones arrowing across the room at the civilians. The tiny meteors struck Maddox and Wren, but their shields held.

Snow’s revolver barked louder than any gun that had gone off so far. A large hole appeared in her target’s chest, and he went down. She screamed, “Take at least one alive,” and ran toward the stairs.

She didn’t make it. Halfway to them, a blast of force magic sent one of the booths attached to the far wall into her face. She added shields in the instant she had to react, but the impact still took her to the floor, where the booth slammed down on her. Her protections kept anything from getting broken inside her, but it wrenched her neck muscles badly. Her vision swam as she forced herself to all fours.

The battle continued around her, and she heard Lin yelling for her to get up. She complied, staggering, and shook her head to clear it.

That was a mistake. Pain lanced through her from the tips of her toes to the frayed ends of her hair. It took her breath away but also gave her a jolt of awareness. She barked, “They went upstairs,” then headed in that direction in a limping, weaving run.
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Runeclaw made it into the room as one of the three men reached for the woman on the bed. He reacted without thinking and jumped at the man. He landed on his neck and sank his teeth into his target’s flesh, reaching around with his claws to scrabble at the man’s throat. A moment later, he was flying almost without noticing anything had happened. He put together that one of the enemies was a magical and had grabbed him with telekinesis an instant before he slammed into the window.

The glass shattered, and Runeclaw sailed out into the air.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The world spun as Runeclaw flew. Like any cat, he had an almost magical ability to right himself in the air. A quick twist of his torso and spread out his paws, and he fell the right way, although at an unfortunate angle.

When he hit the grass, he tucked his paws in and let himself roll a couple of times to absorb the impact. The shield Scarlett had placed around him helped, although it wasn’t fully active at this distance. He supposed it was a testament to her strength that it was there, given that he was out of her line of sight and a good distance away. He should probably mention that to her, but she might think a compliment from him meant more would follow, and they certainly couldn’t have that.

He dashed toward the front door, which had been knocked off one of its hinges and hung to the side. One of the men in a leather jacket saw him coming and decided to kick him. On any other day, Runeclaw probably would’ve let it pass. This time, he leapt to the man’s beer belly and dug in his claws for purchase. His opponent screamed as Runeclaw stabbed his claws in, used them to climb until he was at the man’s face, then savagely bit the man on the chin.

He pushed off, slashing the man again for good measure as he used him for leverage, and sailed through the opening. When he landed, he flicked blood from his claws, paused to wipe it away from his mouth, and looked for the next person in need of a smackdown from an angry feline.
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A man in black blocked Scarlett’s path to the upstairs bedroom. He had summoned force walls to prevent pursuit, visible due to their translucent outline. Several more men in black suits had entered downstairs a moment before, and her allies had engaged with them. Her back itched from the possibility that one of the newcomers might attack her while she was trying to get to the threat upstairs, but she trusted the Witches and the Spell Riders to handle them.

She nodded at the man. “I need to go up there.”

He smiled. “You really don’t. I think it’d be better if you came with us. We have a nice necklace for you.”

The idea of being trapped in one of the collars sent ice down every artery and capillary. Her face twisted into a scowl. “You just signed your death warrant, buddy.”

Scarlett raised her wand in her right hand and turned slightly so he wouldn’t see her left hand dip to the small of her back. She blasted him with frost magic and spread more of it to create a vapor cloud between them. She brought the pistol up, aimed at where he had been, and fired center mass. She hoped for the sound of a bullet hitting flesh, had hoped doubly for a cry of pain that meant she’d wounded rather than killed him. What she got was the sound of splintering wood.

She banished the vapor and discovered he had moved and was coming in from the side. A flick of his wand stole her gun away and sent it clattering across the room. He shoved the wand forward like a knife, and she spun away in time to avoid its white-hot point. He slashed it at her again as she backpedaled. She’d never seen such use of magic before, essentially turning the wand into a fireplace poker, and it took her a moment to reset herself.

She reached out with her telekinesis, grabbed a nearby table, and slammed it into him. His shields protected him from damage, but the impact put him off-balance. She locked onto a stool the same way, ripped it off the bolts that held it in the floor, and threw it at his head.

Again, it knocked him slightly aside. Better, it caused him to focus on the objects she was throwing at him. She continued using her wand to flick objects at him, keeping him at bay while she waited for an opening in his defenses.

[image: ]


Runeclaw spotted Scarlett backpedaling away from her opponent. The man held a glowing wand, and Runeclaw smelled the scent of burning from across the room.

He was angry for several reasons. At what the bad guys had done to the collared girl. The fact that they’d probably taken her away again and would put another collar on her. Being thrown out a damn window. And now, that they threatened his partner.

All of that came together in a flash as he raced across the room. It ended with him leaping into the air and biting into the man’s neck. His target screeched more out of pain than fear, but the distraction gave Scarlett the opportunity she needed.

She slid in close and hammered a fist into his solar plexus, then twisted and blasted one up into his jaw. Runeclaw jumped away as the blow lifted the enemy off the floor. His wand went out as he fell unconscious.

Scarlett called, “Thanks, buddy.”

Runeclaw replied, “Upstairs.”

They ran up together and found exactly what he feared they’d see. The room was empty. The men had portaled away and taken the girl with them.

[image: ]


Scarlett screamed, “Damn it,” then turned to run back down the stairs. “We need to take one of them.”

As she came out on the floor again, their foes were working hard to avoid that outcome. Two more men in black had appeared and carried the one she’d knocked down out the back door, one supporting him on each side. Scarlett followed them out but had to dive and roll away as gunshots slammed into the side of the building. She shouted, “No way you’re getting out of here.”

Laughter came back at her, mocking and infuriating. She thought about going back in after her gun but amped up her senses and muscles to the maximum they could handle and ran after the fleeing group. She was surprised they hadn’t portaled away already, and the reason behind it struck her at the last moment.

She fell and skidded on the ground, barely dodging the gunshots that lanced through the air above her head. Their enemies had set an ambush and used their wounded as bait. Bastards.

She rolled behind the nearest cover. More mocking laughter emerged from the thin trees at the back of Wheels’ yard. “Aw, come on, witchling. Don’t hide. Play with us.”

She moved into the better cover of a picnic table that she flipped over on its side and called, “How about you stay? We’ll go one-on-one.”

“Your kind always cheats.”

She laughed. “My kind? You’re the bad guy here, scumbag.”

“It’s all in how you look at it, I guess. But hey, thanks for taking care of the girl for us for a while. We’ll be sure to ask her everything she saw and heard while she was here.”

Scarlett ground her teeth together but didn’t reply. After several minutes of quiet, she ran back into Wheels. The place was a wreck. It seemed like the fight had reduced every table to splinters. Booths and stools had been ripped out of the walls and floors, and the bar had bullet holes all over and several chunks missing from the top. A dozen Witches on Wheels and half that many Spell Riders moved through the debris, helping the wounded to their feet and checking on the civilians who had been there.

Scarlett headed into the back, retrieved healing potions from the witches’ stash, and distributed them to those who needed them. She drank enough herself to heal the wounds on her face and the damage she’d done to her muscles when she took the blow to her head. Then she lowered herself to sit on the floor with her back to the bar.

Lin sat beside her. “Bastards.”

“I should’ve known they’d come for her.”

The other woman bumped her with her shoulder. “You couldn’t have known. No one could have.”

Scarlett replied, “It seems like Wheels attracts trouble.”

Runeclaw climbed onto her lap and laid down. “You attract trouble. You just happen to be here.”

She closed her eyes, sighed, and leaned her head against the bar. “You’re probably not wrong.”

Lin countered, “Nope, sorry. No whining, no feeling sorry for yourself. This is the fault of the people who attacked, not ours. If you think the Witches on Wheels will let something like this stand without getting payback, you don’t know us very well.”

Wren walked into her field of view and dropped a leather jacket on the floor. “Look what I found.”

Scarlett looked down at it. “Chrome Ghosts?” The logo was exhaust pipes with a death mask face above it.

Lin growled, “Those guys are serious scumbags.”

Wren explained, “Thugs. Available to the highest bidder. Our bald friends have deep pockets.”

Lin snorted derisively. “These guys will get into a fight for free. They’ll kill someone for a shot of well-watered whiskey to go with it. Did we keep any of them?”

Scarlett heard the note of faint hope in her voice.

Wren shook her head. “No. Their job was distraction, and they took their wounded with them. Must’ve had magicals waiting outside to assist because I don’t think the group has any. Of course, for all we know, they might be hiring mercenary assistance now.”

Lin shook her head and repeated, “Scumbags.”

Scarlett asked, “Is everyone okay?”

Wren replied, “Nothing that healing potions couldn’t fix. Some of the civilians have bumps and bruises, and one has a broken wrist, but we’ll get them taken care of. Don’t worry.”

“Good.”

Runeclaw asked, “Where do we go next?”

Scarlett replied, “First, we get Wheels back to operating status. Then we focus on getting some payback.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The initial cleaning phase took an hour and a half, after which they had thrown most of the splintered furniture out the back door for later use as firewood and swept up the broken glass. The place was more or less ready for operation as long as people were willing to stand or sit in one of the few pieces of furniture that were still viable.

As Scarlett helped Lin roll a large banquet table out of the back room, the drow shook her head with a dark laugh. “Those bastards seem to hate the furniture as much as they hate us.”

Scarlett laughed. “Well, with you, I can see it. Not so much with the furniture.”

Runeclaw was riding her shoulder. He unhelpfully interjected, “Scarlett makes friends wherever she goes. Often, those friends want to kill her.”

Lin replied, “I do, often.”

Scarlett scowled. “Hey. Jerks, the both of you.” They got the table upright and pulled some chairs around.

The probie Witch, who hadn’t been present for the fight, walked through the front door with a teetering stack of pizza boxes. All the workers found places to eat. Scarlett, Wren, Lin, Maddox, Snow, and Runeclaw gathered around the banquet table, pulling chairs from everywhere in the room.

Scarlett sat on a pair of stacked milk crates, which was fine as long as she didn’t shift her weight too much. On second thought, she pulled out her wand and cast a spell to keep them connected. It would be hugely embarrassing to fall over now after surviving the fight mostly unscathed.

Everyone ate in silence and sipped from bottles of beer. Then Snow growled, “I can’t believe they took the girl. But at least we figured out how to destroy the collar.”

Scarlett asked, “What did you do, exactly?”

The artificer shrugged. “Pretty much what you saw. Just unraveled it. Physically separated the strands and magically broke the linkages between them. I have to say, I didn’t expect it to explode.”

Maddox replied, “Did you expect it would be able to penetrate magic shields?”

“No. That was a huge surprise. Something to file away. If we made weapons out of that, bullets, arrows, knives, whatever, it would be the equivalent of anti-magic ammunition. But unless we can get the stuff in quantity, that doesn’t help us.”

Lin chuckled. “I know where you can get it. You’ll have to dig through a lot of rubble since we blew up the place, but it’s there.” Snow made a rude gesture at her, and the drow laughed.

Maddox drained his beer bottle, popped the cap on another one, and leaned back in his chair. “I can’t believe we let them get the best of us with the girl. Damn sneaky move, that’s what it was.”

Snow said, “To be fair, we were all discombobulated by the collar exploding.”

“Not an excuse, though.”

Wren interjected, “We all did our best. The other side was a little better. They had layers of plans, and we foolishly treated this place like a fortress when it wasn’t. Not a mistake we’ll make again. We’ve been here before. We lost, so we regroup, we reset, then we get revenge.”

Lin replied, “As long as the regrouping continues to involve pizza, I’m all for it.” Her comment received some chuckles, but no one was ready to be truly amused.

“You’re so easy to please.”

“Give me the chance to get back at these bastards, and I’ll show you how happy I can be.”

Wren lifted her beer bottle in a salute to the idea. “Once Amber finishes her current project, we’ll have her dig up everything there is to know about the Chrome Ghosts.” Scarlett looked over her shoulder at the infomancer, who was immersed in her screen in one of the few booths not damaged during the fight. Wren continued, “For now, finish your pizza. Then we need to go over this place inch by inch. Those bastards could’ve left some subtle presents behind, and we need to make sure they didn’t.”

They found the obvious booby traps right away—an explosive in a trash can and a grenade left under a pile of debris. The Chrome Ghosts weren’t all that bright but weren’t incompetent. Scarlett and Lin worked together on that process, and the drow found the first surprise. She knelt behind the bar. “Oh, lookee here.”

Scarlett crouched beside her. Wedged into the space at the bottom of the bar was another explosive, a pipe bomb with a cell phone attached. They wrapped shields around it in case it detonated, then Lin opened a tiny hole and sent a blast of electricity into the phone to fry it.

Then they took the device out back, set it on one of the larger piles of debris far from the door, and Scarlett blasted it with fire bolts until it exploded. Their shields caught the shrapnel, which would never have reached them anyway.

Scarlett observed, “You know, load one of those things up with whatever was in that collar, and it would be a pretty devastating weapon.”

“I hear they’re researching anti-magic grenades. And shotgun shells.” Lin shook her head. “It’s getting damn unsafe to be a magical these days.”

Scarlett found the next surprise. It was a small wireless camera someone had tucked into one of the tchotchkes mounted on the wall. She crushed it under her shoe and muttered, “Bastards. Competent bastards.”

Lin countered, “Not the Ghosts. They don’t have a functioning brain between them. Obviously, someone hired them.”

“It had to be the Veil. All we need is one break. Maybe Amber will give it to us.”

After another hour, some customers returned and sat at the bar. Lin served them drinks while Scarlett sat at the corner of the bar and unwrapped the cloth containing her new dagger. Lin came over and admired it. “That’s a wicked-looking piece of hardware.”

Scarlett nodded and traced one finger along the serpentine metal. “It’s sentient. Its name is Fang.”

Lin chuckled. “Clever, given the poison.”

“Right? It also has kind of a nasty disposition. I’m looking for a tranquilizing agent to put in the tip.”

The other woman frowned. “I think we’ll have to go see someone better at potions than me for that.”

“Jules?”

“That’s what I was thinking.” Lin handed off bartending duties to another witch. After checking to be sure everyone was okay, and no one required their presence, Scarlett, Lin, and Runeclaw portaled to Moab.

The bell above the door rang as they entered Jules’ shop. Jules greeted them warmly, with hugs all around. Her store was as eclectic as ever, with shelves full of bottles and jars, bundles of herbs hanging from the rafters, and the scent of lavender and sage filling the air.

After some brief catching up, Scarlett remarked, “I’m glad we caught you before you closed for the night. I need a tranquilizer poison.” She showed off the dagger, and Jules nodded thoughtfully.

“Yeah, I can do that. You’ll have to help make it.”

Scarlett laughed. “Can’t I pay full price instead?”

Jules grinned. “No, you have to pay full price and help me. That’s your penalty for not visiting more often.”

Runeclaw hopped up on the counter and regarded Jules thoughtfully. “I like her.”

Scarlett cuffed Runeclaw gently on the back of the head. “All right, let’s do it.” They headed for the back room, where Scarlett had spent many hours during her time in Moab helping Jules make potions. It was largely unchanged, with workbenches here and there holding potion-making apparatuses, plants everywhere, and neatly labeled jars of components on shelves. Jules pulled down a mortar and pestle, gathered several herbs from the bunches hanging from the ceilings, and snagged several jars. She frowned, grabbed a book and turned the pages, then returned one jar and pulled out two others. “I presume you’re looking for fast-acting as opposed to long duration.”

Scarlett confirmed, “Yeah, that would be my choice.”

“Good. Grind these.” She handed off the fresh plants.

Scarlett dumped them in the mortar and used the pestle to crush them into a paste. As she worked, she and Lin caught Jules up on what was happening.

By the time the potions were cooking, Jules had a decidedly queasy expression. “Who would’ve thought it would get so big? I mean, Redthorn sucks, for sure, but mind control? That’s just awful.”

Everyone agreed that was the case, and the conversation turned to more pleasant items. An hour later, Scarlett had eight small vials of pearlescent liquid and a small applicator filled with melted wax. She pointed at the latter. “I don’t need that.”

“It’s an option in case you can’t figure out the magic.”

Scarlett scowled. “I’ll figure it out.”

The other woman grinned. “Consider this a backup plan.”

Lin laughed, and Runeclaw added, “She knows how bad you are at magic. I’m surprised she stopped at one backup plan.”

Scarlett pointed at each person in the room, telling them to shut up. Then she hugged Jules. “I promise I’ll visit more often.”

The potion maker shook her head. “You have bigger priorities. Worry about me once you figure out how to take down the scumbags.”

Scarlett nodded. “Deal.” She had the tools. Now she needed a lead.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The bedroom was elaborately furnished, one of the nicest in the house. Camus had a lot of space and not much need for it. It also offered other special features, such as doors that locked from the outside rather than the inside and windows that couldn’t be opened. Cameras were positioned in discreet locations to cover every inch of the space, giving the inhabitant no privacy whatsoever. Fortunately, collared servants required none.

Katie lay on the bed with her hair splayed out on the pillows and her arms resting at her sides. It was an unnatural pose, and he presumed the doctor had arranged her that way before his arrival. The man was packing items into a black travel case. Once that was done, he turned, extended a thin hand to the IV that snaked down into the woman’s arm, and adjusted the flow from one of the attached bags.

Ellis spoke behind Camus. “The doc said she’ll be all right.” Camus smelled the faint coconut scent of the man’s shampoo. He was fresh from the shower. Camus appreciated the man’s effort.

The doctor lifted one hand to stroke his short white beard and confirmed, “The patient will be fine in no more than a few days, I expect. The IV will rehydrate her, and the drug I’ve added will keep her unconscious for a while. She’s exhausted, more than anything. Looks as if she’s been through an ordeal.” His voice went up at the end, signifying a question, but Camus didn’t reply.

The doctor shrugged and closed his bag. “If anything changes, call. I’ll drop whatever I’m doing and come over.”

Ellis nodded. “Thank you.”

Of course he would drop other responsibilities. Camus paid well, and no one wanted to face the reward he bestowed for disloyalty. All his employees understood that displeasing him was a deplorable thing.

The doctor departed, and when the door clicked shut behind him, Camus murmured, “Good work, Ellis.” His gaze stayed locked on the woman in the bed. Her skin was so pale it looked like porcelain, fragile and easily broken. He’d worried that the collar would kill her and judged it might’ve only taken another half day to do so. Too close.

“Thank you.”

“Losses?”

A note of satisfaction entered his chief bodyguard’s voice. “None. Injuries to our people, nothing more. The Ghosts also lost no one.”

“And the other side?”

Ellis blew out an irritated breath. “They’re annoyingly competent. I don’t believe we took any of them out, either.”

“This will have hurt them, yes?”

“Most certainly. Emotionally, if nothing else. The defeat will sting, especially since we marched into their home territory to do it.”

“Which means they’ll be looking for payback. Who is our contact with the Chrome Ghosts?”

“Jackson.”

Camus recalled the man, a middle-level security expert with strong potential. “Send him on vacation. Far away from here. We don’t want them finding him and asking questions.”

Ellis’ voice was uncertain as he asked, “Am I... Is that a metaphor?”

The laugh came out unexpectedly. Camus would’ve said he was incapable of humor, but there it was. “If it was a metaphor, you shouldn’t ask. Spoils the mood. But no. He shows promise. A month away from here should be sufficient. Vacation, some useful tasking, whatever.”

Ellis was relieved. “Very well.”

Camus stared at the girl for a solid minute, then stood and crossed to a nearby dresser. A square box made of polished mahogany sat on top of it. He traced his fingers along the smooth exterior and lifted the hinged lid. Inside, another collar rested on a bed of soft crimson cloth.

They were difficult to make, but others handled that for him now. He would need to deal with the attunement process to connect it to himself and the girl, then seal it once it was in place. That took several hours, all told, and she wasn’t strong enough for it after what she’d endured. Keeping her sedated until she was would be a good idea.

He closed the lid with a frown. She had been in the hands of the enemy, and that could be problematic.

He turned to Ellis. “We’ll need someone watching her around the clock. The cameras, plus someone inside here. There’s no telling what they might’ve put into her mind. The collar should’ve prevented them from being able to do any such thing, but we’ve underestimated them before. I won’t do that again.”

Ellis nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Good. Come with me.” As they left the room, Ellis paused to talk to the guard outside the door, presumably passing along the instruction that he should be in the room and arrange a rotation of watchers. Camus’ subordinate caught up before they reached the sitting room.

Camus took his normal seat, and Ellis took the one set at an angle to it. Both were comfortable wingback chairs. This wasn’t a space where guests were permitted.

A uniformed maid entered with a tray and poured a cup of coffee for Camus. He handed the mug to Ellis and nodded at the woman, who poured him another. She wouldn’t have offered his guest any if he had not given the mug away. He waved at her, and she departed with a slight bow. “The witch was there, I presume.”

Ellis sipped his coffee. “She was. I didn’t have enough people inside to take her out. That damn cat is a menace. He protects her and quite strategically at that.”

Camus scowled and mused, “So, clearly more than a cat. Perhaps the problem is that we’re thinking too small.”

“How so?”

“We’re a secretive organization. We tend toward small-scale surgical operations. These have been fine so far, as has been our practice of working through others.”

Ellis chuckled. “Didn’t work out too well for Darrin Redthorn.”

Camus’ lips pulled back in a teeth-baring grin. “No, it did not. He was a fool and earned his death. It would’ve come eventually at our hands anyway. It’s unfortunate he came to the attention of the witch and her friends.

“That brings us back to the initial challenge. What we need is chaos. Something that will flush her out. That will flush all of them out. Even though we engaged them in their home base, they only had to worry about themselves. No massive property destruction, no innocents in danger, nothing to draw their attention away.”

Ellis nodded. “I see what you’re getting at. Create a frenzy and hit them while they’re distracted.”

“Exactly. The first step toward distracting them also serves our other needs. We’ll need to take a few more college students. Let our foes stew in their inability to stop us from doing so. Then, when they’re good and angry, we’ll offer them a fight they can’t refuse. During it, we’ll take out the witch and all her friends.”

Ellis nodded. “That will take some resources.”

Camus waved it off. “Black Tunic’s possessions belong to the organization now. We can sell what we need if the bank accounts aren’t plentiful enough.”

“It will require more than the Chrome Ghosts.”

Camus shrugged. “Whatever is necessary. Just see it done.”

Ellis set his mug aside and rose. “I’ll get on it immediately.”

Camus nodded a dismissal. “Good.”

When he was alone in the room, he sipped his coffee, dumped the remainder into Ellis’ mug, and refilled his from the pot. The heat of the liquid helped him to think. Another few weeks, perhaps, and they could be in position.

It would require hosting a few more parties. Camus had to admit he rather liked flirting with the wives of powerful men and flirting directly with the women in positions of use to him.

It was necessary to introduce some key people from large companies and governmental organizations to the idea of collared assistants and to seal the deal with those who were already aware of them. Yes, another few weeks should do it. Then they could use the collars’ secondary purpose, mind control that radiated outward and inward, to influence the choices of those rich and powerful people. It was a long game the Veil was playing, but they were nearing a pivotal moment in the contest.

He smiled and leaned back in the chair, thinking of the girl on the bed upstairs. Thankfully, his favorite servant would be with him to experience it all as soon as he had the collar back on her and could trust her.

Camus rose with a groan and headed for bed. He would have a long day ahead whenever Katie was ready, and he needed to be well-rested. After the plans he’d put in place tonight, he would have sweet dreams involving a fiery conflagration that would consume the witch and all of her friends.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Scarlett returned to Wheels to check again that things were okay, which they were. She headed over to talk to Amber and sat across from the infomancer. “Are you all right?” The other woman’s dour expression concerned her.

Amber nodded. “Yeah. Fine. I wasn’t much use during the fight.” She seemed miffed by that.

“Your style of fighting is different. None of us can do what you do online. I saw you protecting the civilians here. That was the right thing.”

Scarlett had noticed the infomancer in flashes of action, watching over the people stuck inside when the Chrome Ghosts invaded. All she had was her fists and a baseball bat, but she kept them away until the guns came out. Then she got them under cover and helped some escape safely through the window. “You did good.”

Amber nodded. “Thanks for saying that, even if it’s not true.” She drew a deep breath and visibly refocused. “Before it all went to hell, and after, I’ve been working my sources. Discovered a few things.

“First, unfortunately, I’ll have to go out onto the infomancer market to find a way into the bald baddies’ company. Its access points are seriously well hidden, and we don’t have time for me to do the research it would require to find them.”

Scarlett asked, “What does that mean, exactly?”

“That we trade money for time. It’s a good call, I think, in this case. I’ll need to do some work to identify who might have the information and vet them. We don’t want somebody who will go back to the source to warn them in exchange for an extra payment.”

“Sounds like some secret spy stuff. Are you a spy?”

Amber chuckled. “It is kind of like that. Fortunately, I have good connections in the community. I should be able to find someone at least reasonably trustworthy.”

Scarlett smiled at Lin as the other woman dropped off a bottle of beer for each of them. “You’ve done this before?”

“Lots of times. Once I have the information, I’ll go after the company’s systems as soon as I can get organized. After getting some sleep, of course. Tonight has been exhausting.” She ran both hands back through her hair to push it away from her face. “Tomorrow, probably.”

Runeclaw interjected, “If you need us to break in or something, we’re happy to help.”

Scarlett laughed. “Got a taste of the secret life, can’t give it up, huh?”

“Someone has to do it,” the cat agreed.

Amber patted his head. “You know it. Best spy ever.” She tapped a couple of buttons on her screen and spun it around so Scarlett could see the logo she’d spotted earlier on the leather jackets. A skull along with chrome exhaust pipes. “Then there are these idiots.”

Lin pulled over a chair, spun it backward, and straddled it at the end of the table. “Oh, this I’ve got to hear.”

Amber explained, “The group has been around for about thirty years. Started by ex-military folks, expanded to include a large contingent of soldiers for hire.”

Scarlett summarized, “So, they’re mercenaries now.”

“More or less. Most were dishonorably discharged from the military. It’s a badge of honor for the group. That’s why they call themselves ghosts.”

Scarlett frowned. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

Lin observed, as she had before, “They’re morons.”

Runeclaw added, “Like orange cats.”

Everyone turned to stare at him, and Amber asked, “What?”

Runeclaw lifted his chin haughtily. “Orange cats. The whole species shares one brain cell. It moves from cat to cat. Only one can have it at a time.”

They stared at him, and he rolled his eyes. “It’s science. Look it up.” Everyone burst into laughter, greatly improving the mood.

Wren came over. “What’s going on?”

Lin repeated the orange cat information, and Wren found it so amusing that she made the rounds of the place, sharing it with everyone.

Scarlett commented, “Once again, Runeclaw, you’re a riot.”

He smiled at her. “What can I say? When you’re a star, you have to shine.”

Amber continued. “Anyway, it’ll be pretty easy to find their base of operations so we can go smack them down at will.”

Scarlett cautioned, “That’s the revenge part of the plan. I’m not sure we’re there yet. We’ve done the regrouping, and Wren says the next thing is the resetting. I think I’ll stop by the Spell Riders’ place tomorrow and see what trouble they have to contribute to the cause.”

Lin nodded. “Great idea. I’ll have to spend the day here checking out every piece of our gear. Even though I’m ninety-nine percent certain they didn’t make it into the back room, and if they did, didn’t breach the cabinets, we can’t assume that’s the case. It would be pretty bad to have our guns explode in our hands when we fight the Ghosts.”

Scarlett said, “Because we will fight them.”

Lin laughed. “Oh, yes. We will most definitely be fighting them. I promise they won’t enjoy it. I, on the other hand, will be immensely happy.”

Scarlett slid out of the booth, stood, and stretched her back with a groan. “That’s what I like to hear. It also makes a good moment for Runeclaw and me to head back to the hotel and get some rest.”

Lin rose as well. “You’ll be careful?”

Scarlett imitated a whining teenager. “Yes, Mom.”

“Dusk Runner isn’t exactly inconspicuous. Anyone looking for you who sees the bike will know where you’re staying.”

Scarlett sobered. “I put wards around the room, and we’ll be careful. Don’t worry.”

“Good. Because smacking down the Ghosts will be a team sport.”

“And you can’t be without your best player, I get it.”

Lin grinned. “Yep. Runeclaw is indispensable.” The drow walked off laughing.

Runeclaw looked at Scarlett with a superior grin, and she muttered idle threats as she opened a portal to the hotel.

Scarlett sat on the bed and emptied her backpack and saddlebags to take stock of her assets. She first touched the pendant around her neck. She hadn’t sensed anything from it since the trolls but didn’t assume it would remain neutral. One never knew what other surprises her grandmother might’ve put into it for her.

She spun the ring on her finger. It seemed to be unpredictably useful. Sometimes it allowed her to detect magic, like with the cloaked person who had tried to stab her during the fight at Wheels. Other times, like in the witch’s lair, it hadn’t provided useful information. She didn’t quite know what to think about it other than she’d been told it would be iffy, and it was.

She examined the wrist sheaths and mused, “I wonder if I could get some leather cuffs made that looked fashionable but hid the knives.”

Runeclaw replied, “They’d be kind of big. Then again, it’s not like you’re exactly a fashion plate.”

“Like you can talk.”

“At least I’m groomed. When was the last time you got a haircut?”

She grabbed a strand and brought it up to her eyes. “Or remembered to use conditioner. You’re right. I look a little rough.”

He hopped on the bed and batted a pile of clothes. “Wardrobe’s iffy, too. Maybe you should schedule a spa day instead of finding something weird to look at on the road.”

Scarlett laughed. “Do you even know what a spa day is?”

“Nope. But it was always the most attractive people in Las Vegas who talked about having them, so I figure whatever it is couldn’t help but improve your situation.”

“Ouch.” Putting that idea in the back of her mind for a moment, she examined her leather jacket. It was ripped and torn, thanks to the magical collar’s explosion. “I wonder how badly it would’ve been damaged without Snow’s protections.”

Runeclaw toyed with the edge of one rip. “The shards went through magical barriers.”

“As I understand it, there’s magic, and there’s magic. Enchantments like these work differently than active shields. Maybe the shards cut through one but not the other.”

“Or maybe you got lucky and should be smarter in the future.”

Scarlett grimaced. He could easily be right. “Fair.” She pulled the throwing knives from their sheaths and examined their edges and points. They were still well-sharpened and needed no maintenance.

Her other knives looked blunt from the fight against the witch. She’d need to sharpen them, and it just so happened the Spell Riders had a grindstone for that purpose at their garage. One more reason to visit.

She had her flasks, thanks to the trip to Jules’, and the tranquilizer poison. She unfolded the cloth around the serpentine knife and examined it. The curves were all sharp, as was the point. She drizzled the tranquilizer poison in, then used some wax to hold it shut.

Runeclaw said, “See? Told you you’d need it.”

“Shut it. I’m too tired to deal with the magic to hold it right now.”

“Sure, that’s it.”

She wrapped it up again. “I need a sheath for it.”

Runeclaw observed, “You’re carrying a lot of blades.”

“It’s not like you can have too many options when it comes to knives.”

She set all the objects on the dresser, then laid down on the covers.

Runeclaw jumped up on her stomach and laid his head on her chest, looking at her. “I’m worried about the girl.”

She nodded sleepily. “Me, too. We’ll get her back, somehow.”

“What do you think wearing a collar does to them? Permanently, I mean?”

She suppressed a shudder. “Hopefully nothing, long term. It’s magical influence, not like altering brain chemistry or anything.”

He sounded tired. “That’s a good hope.”

Scarlett fell asleep, wishing this could be one of those times when reality and hope worked together instead of at cross purposes. For a change of pace.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The next morning, Scarlett rolled Dusk Runner through a portal to the Spell Riders’ garage. The place was less busy than the last time she visited, and Maddox walked out almost immediately. He hugged her and patted Runeclaw where he rode on the motorcycle. “He’s making you work?”

Scarlett leaned her head down to bonk her forehead on the top of Runeclaw’s skull. “Always. The jerk.”

“Guess we know who’s the boss in this relationship.”

Runeclaw didn’t reply, which Scarlett thought was a wise choice. She asked, “How come you always seem to know when I’m here?”

He chuckled. “Alarms. Cameras. My phone pings whenever there’s movement out here.”

“And here I thought it’d be something magical and impressive.”

“Nope, just boring old technology. What can we do for you today?”

“Remote control module.”

He laughed. “I wondered how long it would take. Frankly, after you knew they existed, I thought you’d want one right away.”

Scarlett remembered how all the motorcycles had driven themselves during the battle against Redthorn at the excavation. “Yeah, I’ve been a little busy, but it’s been on my mind.”

“Well, we happen to have one handy. And it’s already set up with the proper codes for Amber to link up with it.”

Scarlett frowned. “Codes? You mean someone could hack my motorcycle?”

He waved for her to follow and started walking into the garage. “No. Well, not without a whole lot of effort and a copy of Amber’s magical signature. Amber and the infomancer who works with us have imprinted all the modules we have. That way, if we put one in for someone else, we can assist them at need.”

She raised a suspicious eyebrow. “And you tell them that?”

Maddox laughed. “Hell, no. Most people wouldn’t like that. So far, we haven’t had to use it. But you never know. Plus, if they refuse to pay us, we can always drive the bike back here.”

“Is that a veiled insult?”

Maddox grinned wide. “I don’t need to veil my insults. So no, it wasn’t. We’re square.”

She shook her head. “No, I still owe you. One of these days. Maybe when we take down the Chrome Ghosts I can steal a few motorcycles. In-kind payment.”

“Perfect.”

She wheeled Dusk Runner onto the markings in Maddox’s work area.

He waved, and lights illuminated the bike from every angle. “This is boring and somewhat time-consuming. You’re welcome to stay and chat, but I’m sure you didn’t come just for little old me.”

“No, I’m sorry, but you’re right. I need to see Snow. I’ll leave Runeclaw here to keep you company.”

Maddox raised a fist, and Runeclaw swatted it. The Spell Rider replied, “Perfect. Off with you.”

She hefted her saddlebags over her shoulder and headed to the back of the garage to Snow’s workspace. They exchanged greetings, and when he asked, she explained that Runeclaw was hanging out with Maddox. He crossed his arms and leaned against his workbench. “What can I do for you?”

“Lots, I’m hoping. First, I need a way to carry this knife.” She extracted the cloth-covered serpentine blade from her bag and set it on his workbench. She unfolded the cover, and he examined the dagger without touching it.

“Beautiful work.”

“It’s sentient. Its name is Fang.”

Snow nodded. “You’ll want it with you at all times, most likely.” He rummaged in one of the drawers and pulled out a bunch of straps connected to a loop.

“This is like a shoulder holster. It goes around your arms, and the blade hangs on your ribs. If we need to, we can attach something that reaches to your belt to stabilize it, but your jacket is usually tight enough that we probably won’t need it.”

She put it on, and he laughed while she writhed and twisted to get it into place. When it was done, it sat perfectly along her ribs. With the jacket on, it stayed right in place. “It’s perfect. Can you make it more perfect?”

“The sheath, or the blade?”

She extracted Fang and put it on the desk. “The blade.”

Snow gazed down at it but didn’t touch it. “I’m reluctant to try. Sentient blades have their own magical integrity. The only way to improve them is with their full cooperation, and this one is unlikely to give me that. You could probably do it after you’ve been together for a while, but you’d want much more training beforehand.”

Scarlett nodded. “Okay. It’s more than fine as it is. I was just wondering.”

He traced its serpentine shape in the air. “This strikes me as a dangerous weapon.”

Scarlett understood both meanings of his words and nodded. “I’m aware and vigilant.”

“Good. Can I meet it?”

Scarlett tilted her head. “How?”

He gestured at each. “You connect to the blade. I connect to you.”

She set her hand on the weapon and held the other out to Snow. A moment later, the two of them were on the barren desert inner landscape, with the snake slithering to and fro in front of them. She introduced the pair.

The snake greeted, “Welcome, Snow.”

He replied, “Your physical form is beautiful. As is your internal one.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere.” Despite the words, the snake was pleased. He turned his attention to Scarlett. “Will you be fighting soon?”

She gave a grim nod. “I believe we will.”

“You have replaced my poison.”

“I have. I can kill by stabbing if I need to, but I would prefer, when possible, to take people out of the fight with a nonlethal scratch. It’s more efficient.” She winced inwardly, fearing she might have found their first moment of division.

Fang replied, “An adequate explanation.”

Scarlett took her hand away from the blade, and the image faded. She noted, “It’s very smart.”

“Formidable, for sure.”

“Yes.”

Snow smacked his hands together. “I appreciate the opportunity to meet the mind inside your new toy. What else have you brought me?” He checked over her other weapons, spending extra time with the revolver, then observed, “The knives are dulled and nicked.”

“I know. I’ll grind them out before I go.” Scarlett repacked her items. “Got anything else useful around here?”

Snow leaned back against his workbench again and crossed his arms. “All sorts of things. Starting with me. What did you have in mind?”

“Something to use against the enemies the Veil keeps throwing at us. And the Veil, too.”

He scratched his beard. “Grenades are good for that.”

“Magical enemies.”

“Not really, unfortunately. I have the smoke grenades that block magical sight. Those will be helpful, and I have plenty for you to borrow. But otherwise….” He stared off into space, then finished in a different tone. “You know, I do have one thing. It’s kind of weird and won’t be good against groups. But it might help against single magicals.”

He took her back into the room where the Spell Riders kept all the gear they’d captured from fights against other enemies. He untied a rolled pack and spread it out. Inside was a thin bandolier with five loops in it, along with five darts. He lifted the first to show that it had a little reservoir, much like her dagger. “These can be loaded with drugs, like the tranquilizer on your blade if you have more of it.”

Scarlett nodded. “I do. Jules hooked me up.”

“I could theoretically replace the tips with something made of that magical metal. Maybe it would get through tight shields, anyway. I would think shields at a greater distance would stop the dart’s body from penetrating, and I don’t see how I could make the whole thing out of it. Unless the way it works is to negate magic entirely, in which case it would flow right through. You know, I wonder...”

Scarlett interrupted, “Now’s not the time for wondering.”

Snow laughed. “Fair. But if you can strike from surprise, these should work well.”

Scarlett nodded. “I’ll take them once you’ve fixed them up.” She spent more time conversing with Snow, took care of her knives, then returned to Dusk Runner and Maddox. She frowned at the motorcycle. “Maybe my memory’s getting faulty. It’s always possible. Are there more glyphs on this motorcycle now than when I left it with you a little bit ago?”

Maddox laughed. “It’s been more than a little bit, but yeah. I’ve added some defenses. Elemental protection. Fire, electricity, cold, and water. If anything gets through a shield, they should dampen it and siphon off any harm. You’ll need to charge the bike, though.”

Scarlett frowned. “Charge it?”

He clarified, “Store magic in it. Use an energy potion and push all that power into Dusk Runner. The new defenses will draw on that pool.”

Scarlett had never done anything like that before, but she had shared magic with others and imagined it would be simple enough to figure out. “Excellent. Do you have an energy potion around?”

Maddox laughed. “One’s in the saddlebag.”

She shook her head. “What would I do without you?”

“Probably get into even more trouble.”

Runeclaw quickly added, “As if that’s possible.”

Scarlett shook her head. She was outnumbered and would cede the battle of words to them without comment. This time. “Thanks for everything, Maddox. Runeclaw, let’s see if Amber’s found us a target to use all these new toys on, shall we?”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Amber loaded up her preparation room, and the blank white space materialized around her avatar. She wasn’t doing anything difficult on this run, so she didn’t need much in the way of preparation.

She chose a different avatar than her usual Men in Black motif since she didn’t want to be recognized. It was a teenage girl from the 1950s wearing a nice long skirt with sunflowers, white socks, polished black and white shoes, and a blouse with a bow at the collar. It was a silly outfit, but it amused her to wear it, and no one would associate it with her other avatar.

Her goal was to find the location of the bald baddies’ company’s server access. She’d put out some gentle inquiries and identified a contact she met once before as someone who would likely have that information. He was known to hang out in a certain spot that would require her to jump through a couple of hoops to get to him. Like most accomplished infomancers with information to sell, he didn’t want random people bothering him and endeavored to keep himself away from the riffraff.

Amber jumped into the dark web and exited it in the lobby of a large arcade. The building was perfectly round, the ceiling a half sphere. The entire place was sporadically lit to draw attention to those things the owners thought important.

Things floated and flew through the air, an array of remote-controlled vehicles piloted by a group of people off to the side. They had dogfights and races, and every so often a machine would burst into flames and fall toward the floor. A transparent barrier kept them from landing on the arcade games below.

Those machines stretched out in all directions, each a classic from the golden days of the video arcades. Pac-Man, Donkey Kong, Asteroids, Space Invaders, and many more were represented. The sounds of electronic beeps and boops filled the air, along with the occasional victorious shout or frustrated groan from the players.

You could choose any outer games to gain access to the inside, so she selected one she was good at but hadn’t played in a while. She grabbed the spinner, hit player one for Tempest, and twirled her icon around the tunnel’s edge, firing endlessly at enemies that flew up at her.

Amber played with a particular flourish, using a memorized pattern discovered long before the internet existed except as a way for scientists to communicate. She amassed the required score in under ten minutes, then hit the player one and player two buttons together two times. A token popped out into the change drawer with a clunk, and she reached in and extracted it. It was oddly shaped and wouldn’t fit any games in the arcade. That wasn’t what it was for.

She carried it to a door marked Restricted and slipped it into the slot where the handle should have been. The door opened, and she entered an area that was more like a lounge than an arcade. Several comfortable leather couches were distributed throughout the square space. It didn’t exist within the sphere.

The door was a step from one server area to another. Passing beyond this level required an invitation. One could be purchased from the bartender for an exorbitant amount since occasionally infomancers with great need but no contacts might show up. The people who made this place their regular home amassed them in exchange for membership fees. Amber had purchased one from such a person.

The game selection was smaller here, and she chose one that made her smile. The invitation token dropped in, she hit the player one button, and aliens marched across the screen. She moved her cannon along the bottom and fired shots up at them. No particular pattern worked for Space Invaders, only reflexes and anticipation.

She wiped out all the aliens on four successive screens, and the console flickered. She pressed the one- and two-player buttons together three times instead of two, and the console ejected a different token than she’d used so far.

The room it gave her access to was triangular. It was the final skill test and only offered one machine, Spy Hunter, a long-time favorite of hers. Instead of a steering wheel, something like a pilot’s yoke controlled the car with triggers and buttons at forefinger and thumb.

She activated the game and sped through, ramming some opponents, discharging smoke, shooting missiles, then turning into a boat and leaving a trail of fire behind her. This game wasn’t about winning. She needed to crash into a certain spot, which no one without the proper knowledge could do. But she had it, purchased along with the passage to the deeper portion. When she finished, a door popped open in the right-hand wall, and she walked through.

Her destination was reminiscent of a 1920s nightclub. A woman with a slicked-down black haircut, a sparkly silver dress, and bright red lips crooned into a large microphone. Behind her, one man played drums with brushes, another played piano, and a third plucked the strings of an upright bass. It sounded like blues, although she wasn’t particularly knowledgeable of music styles beyond electronic dance and techno.

The tables scattered throughout the space were more crowded than she expected, with probably fifty avatars inside. She hadn’t realized it was so popular.

By and large, the crowd ignored the singer and engaged in conversation with their heads close together. The secrecy seemed appropriate for a place where secrets were bought and sold. She stepped out of the way of a girl who walked by repeating in a monotone, “Candy. Cigarettes. Cigars.”

Amber had the momentary impulse to buy something to see if the simulation went that far. It probably did, and whatever she ordered would doubtless be incredibly expensive and likely infected with spyware, so she resisted.

She spotted who she was looking for after thirty seconds of looking. He was the only ape in the room. If another happened to be present and caused confusion, his bow tie would certainly have alleviated it. She plopped on the chair across from him and gestured at his neckwear. “Polka dots, nice.”

He smiled, showing fangs. “I thought so.” His speech rendered in a crisp British accent. “Might I say, your sunflowers are quite alluring as well.”

She smiled too. “Now that’s out of the way, I’m told you might be the man, er, ape, who has what I need.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I suppose that depends entirely on what you need.”

“Access to this company’s servers.” She held up her hand, on which was written the company's name. It vanished after he read it.

He leaned back and drummed his fingers on the table. It was a strange thing to see a massive ape do. “That is not a small request.”

“By which you mean an expensive one. I understand. Do you have it?”

He appraised her, then nodded. “I do.”

“How much?”

He named a price that would have been out of the question if her need hadn’t been so great.

“Done.” It would deplete her available resources almost entirely.

“You must be in a hurry if you’re not going to try to talk me down.”

“Would it have worked?”

He chuckled. “No, but the fact remains.”

She waved it off. “You’re correct. I am in a hurry. Let’s do the transfer.”

She sent him money, and he sent her the data. After they both verified the transaction, he added, “There’s something you should know about that company.”

Amber was about to rise but relaxed into her chair instead. “What’s that?”

“Unknown to most, including their shareholders, they are engaged in cutting-edge cyber defense. Secret project-level stuff for the government.”

Amber scowled. “You couldn’t have told me beforehand?”

“And potentially lose the sale? Of course not. Besides, where would be the fun in that?”

She closed her eyes, held back the comment she wanted to make, then opened them and rose. “I know you didn’t need to tell me that, and I appreciate it. Thanks.”

“Good luck to you.”

She felt him watching her as she walked out of the room the way she’d come in and wondered what he was thinking. She imagined it was nothing good about her prospects.

When she was beyond the inner areas, she logged out of the system. She blew out a breath through pursed lips, picked up her phone, and called the Witches’ probationary member. The woman answered after only one ring.

Amber instructed, “I need you to pick me up a six-pack of energy drinks, a pizza, and a pint of ice cream.”

“Toppings?”

“Mushrooms and onions.”

“Flavor?”

“Tropical for the energy drinks, chocolate chip for the ice cream.”

“On it. Twenty to thirty minutes.”

“Good girl.” Amber killed the line. When she’d been a probationary member, she hadn’t had to do much menial work in the real world but had done many credit score adjustments and so forth online. She was always kind to the probational members but treated them like the junior partners they were. She was also the first to embrace them as equals when they entered full membership.

She stood from her computer chair, stretched, and headed for her bedroom. It would be a long night, which required the food she ordered, some comfy socks, sweatpants, and a T-shirt. She had some serious coding to do. She needed to improve all of her offensive and defensive programs before she went after the corporation, and since that needed to happen as soon as possible, sleep wasn’t in her near future.


CHAPTER TWENTY


As dawn broke outside her window, Amber leaned back, stretched her arms with a prodigious yawn, and grumbled, “Hooray. The dawn of another day.”

She shook off the bad mood with a corresponding motion of her head, popped the top on her last energy drink, and downed it in one long guzzle. She was wired like she always was after a long night of coding. It had been a successful one.

Quick research into the kinds of programs she regularly used revealed that others had made very recent innovations. She bought key snippets of code rather than spend the time figuring them out for herself, which allowed her to get done quickly, but it also cost her the remainder of her operating funds. She’d still be able to eat and pay rent but would probably have to pick up some freelance gigs to replenish her bank account.

Such was the life of an infomancer. Always spending money to accomplish goals, then having to take boring tasks to replenish the funds so one could achieve further goals. She presumed that was what work was like for everyone.

Her earliest memories of trading time for money were coding on one monitor while she multitasked customer support on another. It didn’t take long before she could turn most of the customer support over to a custom AI she’d coded and still get paid for work she wasn’t focusing on. The whole industry had gone in that direction a short time later, but by then she’d made a name for herself, which opened doors to more lucrative and challenging gigs.

Amber headed to the kitchen, grabbed a sleeve of Pop-Tarts, and downed one before she made it back to the desk. She broke the other into little squares and lined them up before her. Depending on how long the hack took, she would pause long enough to shove one into her mouth. It was mostly automatic now, although it was usually protein bars rather than Pop-Tarts.

She sat, rested her hands on the input devices, and extended her magic into the system. She appeared in her featureless white preparation chamber. Her avatar wore a white shirt, black suit, black tie, and black shoes, modeled after the movie Men in Black. Her hair was slicked back against her scalp and shorter than it was in real life.

She waved an arm, and pedestals that matched their surroundings so well they seemed almost invisible rose from the floor around her. One held her watch, an improved model that gave her a sensing ability that helped with everything she did. She strapped it onto her wrist.

Three others held guns, each a different size and offering a different capability. Two went inside her jacket into pockets where shoulder holsters would normally be. The third and smallest she holstered and tucked into her waistband at the small of her back.

Her representation of the memory-influencing cylinder used in the movie sat on another pillar, and she placed that in an interior pocket. It served more as a stunner for her, although she could use it to reset a bot’s memory.

A black box with two lights on the top, one red and one green, was on the next pedestal. She picked it up and examined it. It was a new piece of code she hadn’t used before that claimed to be able to crack any lock in a simulation. She imagined she’d have the opportunity to put that advertising to the test.

Another one held an object she was trying out for the first time. The brass knuckles were perfectly sized for her hands. She slipped them on, then added code to make them invisible. They wouldn’t distract from her movements, but she could invoke them even an instant before a punch landed and deliver a far more powerful blow.

The next item was an ID folder. The inside was blank but was programmable, so she could change it on the fly to be whatever she needed. She tucked that into the inner breast pocket of her jacket. The garment held more than it should have been able to because it was easy to manipulate simple rules like physics inside computer systems.

The canister of spiders she always carried went beside the pistol at her lower back into the belt clip made for it.

Finally, she picked up a thin vial. Inside it were several small orbs about the size of marbles. Each was a different color. They could only be dispensed in order and were an emergency fallback since they were anything but subtle. They would be nice to have around if things went to hell.

She tucked it into the outer breast pocket of her jacket.

A wave created a hologram of herself in midair, and she checked to ensure nothing untoward was showing. Satisfied, she nodded at her reflection, grabbed the sunglasses that were the only item remaining, and donned them. She and her copy said in tandem, “I make this look good.”

The code phrase launched her out of her system and into the dark web. She opened the fortune cookie her contact had given her. The moment when the ape handed over the cookie had been a funny one, she had to admit. She’d have to develop something equally goofy for her future transactions.

The lines blurred around her as she sped through the virtual landscape to land, suddenly motionless with no feeling of transition, in front of a massive black cube. It was easily twenty stories tall and looked as long as that on every side.

Amber whistled. “Well. That’s certainly something. Like the Borg, but with less imagination.”

She paused, unmoving, to watch the structure. In normal systems, data moved in and out in some definable way. Vehicles, people, animals, glowing lines, something would indicate the communication flow.

This place gave her nothing. It was as if it was connected to the internet but not interacting with it. She’d never seen such a thing before and sent a word of thanks to past Amber for deciding to secure help from someone else in breaching the place.

She pulled the key from thin air and regarded it. It looked like an old skeleton key, brass like her knuckles but stained with age. A ring on one end, a long tube, and several teeth. It seemed entirely incongruous when compared to the shape before her. She shrugged at the strangeness and approached.

When she was a foot away, Amber stopped and carefully extended the hand holding the key. This was always a dangerous moment. If the building had active defenses that could detect her use of the key, she would be in a fight before she knew what happened.

The key emitted an aura that caused the wall in front of her to ripple slowly, like a slow-motion wave lapping on a shore. It kept rippling but didn’t get any bigger or create an opening, and she judged she would have to walk through it.

She muttered, “Well, this is awful,” and stepped into the weakened section. It was like walking through taffy, or maybe the webs of a mammoth spider, and it seemed to take forever to penetrate the building’s skin. Once again, she was unmoving on the other side when she crossed some unknown threshold.

The inside of the building was less imposing than the outside but no less minimalist. Gray walls and floor. Tile underfoot, plastic lights overhead. She walked to her left, not knowing which way to go, and her footsteps echoed in the hallway with each step. Normally she would’ve put on a disguise, the better to blend in, but she had yet to know what would work. Scientist? Janitor? It could be anything.

The corridor ended in double doors with no obvious security. She pushed through into a large lobby area that seemed to occupy a corner of the building. There was no logical reason she should have been in a corner based on where she entered. The opening the key had made had transported her to a different spot.

The lobby had several clusters of people inside. After a moment, she realized they were each sets of four, each group in different outfits. Four burly men wore urban camouflage fatigues. Another four wore officers’ uniforms, Air Force, she thought. Another four were all in black, fully armored. She judged them low-level security bots, mid-level command-and-control bots, and intrusion response bots, respectively.

One of the officers turned together with the others and strode toward her. She noted they were all identical, like clones or twins. They spoke in unison, which was extremely weird. “Credentials.” Whoever had coded this place was an odd duck.

She smiled disarmingly, extracted the ID, programmed it on the fly, and held it up to them. “Intelligence.”

The man—all four men—laughed. “You’re pretty small, spooky. Be careful around here.” He flexed a bicep for her—all four did—and she had difficulty deciding whether to regard them as four separate beings or as one.

They moved away, but the eyes of the other quartets in the room were on her. She wondered again about the mindset that would create these people and behaviors and hoped she wouldn’t get to meet it.

Amber continued through the lobby, feeling the eyes track her. Several computer terminals at various points served as information kiosks, and she smiled at the sight. A nonchalant move with one hand behind her back extracted several spiders, which came out of their canister as small disks when used separately. She placed one on each terminal as she wandered the room, then sat in a corner on a couch as if waiting for someone.

She activated a program, and data feeds from each spider merged and flowed before her eyes. With quiet voice commands, she organized the information flow into a directory of the building, then into a map. She figured she would start in HR since that seemed the most likely place to find a record of the bald baddie. Amber stifled a frown at the discovery that HR was in the middle of the building. She’d hoped for something easy.

Worse was the fact that there was no direct path to get there. It was only possible to get to HR by going through several other units first. She used her systems to create the easiest path, based on the geography as she understood it from the map, and noted a security check at each transition point. She stood with a sigh and rolled her neck. “All right, let’s see what you’ve got.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Amber walked through the door out of the lobby and into the medical technology unit, surprised no checkpoint or obvious security scan prohibited her entry. She assumed sensors would be embedded in the walls, ceilings, floors, wherever. It might be that this was a VIP place and shareholders visited, so they didn’t want to make it seem overly dangerous.

The entrance area reinforced that idea. Posters with company-positive slogans were on the walls in several places, complemented by large displays that showed images of limbs with mechanical replacements and outlines of humans with circuitry through them.

A single door led out of the reception area, and her hackles rose as she crossed the threshold. Something had changed from one place to the next. The sense of deeper security and potential impending danger battered her.

The space beyond looked like a combination of a hospital and a high-tech research lab. Doors were at perfectly symmetrical intervals in the left and right walls, and the hallway stretched out easily sixty feet ahead. As with the first place she entered, it was all white.

A mounted display was beside each door but only showed symbols with no apparent connection to reality. She could have decoded it if she had more time, but the sense of ambient dread suggested it would be a bad idea. Amber withdrew the lock breaker and pressed it against the keypad set into the door. It flashed green, and the barrier popped open.

Inside was a room with microscopes, a diagnostic bed, and a huge wall of computer servers. She examined them and learned that they were running simulations that involved the merging of biology and technology, much as advertised when she’d walked into the reception area. She set a pair of spiders on the rack. They crawled around, sucking up what data they could and sending it back to her servers through a circuitous route that would be impossible for anyone to follow. Hopefully she’d get enough data to figure it out later.

She repeated the process in three other randomly chosen rooms, not wanting to abandon the opportunity but also aware that the clock was ticking, and this wasn’t what she’d broken in to do. The bots had noticed her in the lobby and logged her entry even if she passed that recognition test. A system would eventually flag that a person not accounted for in the server’s code was present, which would cause all kinds of trouble.

She stepped into the hallway, pulled the door closed behind her, and turned toward the doors out to the next area, only twenty feet away. Unfortunately, a quartet of identical-looking men dressed in camouflage stood between her and it. She put on a fake smile. “Howdy, fellas. What’s up?”

Under cover of the words, she activated an illusion that made her seem to stay in place as she retreated a few feet backward. The four men didn’t reply. As one, they drew sidearms, leveled them at where her illusory image was, and pulled the triggers.

Amber pressed herself to the floor on her stomach, hoping she was low enough that the bullets would pass over her. She drew the middle-sized pistol from inside her jacket, aimed it at the center of the four men, and pulled the trigger. A wide red cone of energy shot out. Where it struck the men, they caught fire, then vanished entirely.

Their pistols fell to the floor, as did their clothes. Everything organic about them was gone, courtesy of this unique gun.

Amber rose, blew across the barrel, and shoved the pistol into her jacket. It was a great weapon, but in a system this sophisticated, future enemies would already be analyzing this fight and adapting to it. She jogged to the end of the corridor and flung open the doors. On the opposite side, an archway with lights and sensors was in front of a blue-uniformed guard who sat on a stool looking bored.

He waved her forward. “Come on through, miss.”

She inwardly mused that it was strange the alarm hadn’t carried from one section to the next, but there was nothing she could do other than comply. After walking through and generating no response, she thought she made it. Then alarms flashed, and sirens wailed. “Aw, damn,” she muttered under her breath.

A sudden shimmer in the hallway ahead resolved into another quartet of guards in camouflage fatigues and four officers behind them. All of them pulled weapons simultaneously in a decidedly creepy way. She drew the same gun as before and fired as she dove to the floor and rolled, but a shield blossomed between them to diffuse and defeat her blast. As she returned to her feet, she shoved the useless weapon into her jacket and pulled out the biggest gun. It was heavy enough that it was difficult to hold.

Bullets slammed into her, but her outfit was more than it seemed and kept them from penetrating. The system would doubtless analyze that information and find a way through in short order, but it was sufficient for the moment of existence her enemies had remaining to them.

She aimed the gun at the first figure, settled the crosshairs of the front sight on his face, and pulled the trigger. A heavy slug came out of the gun and blasted through his head. She was already tracking the pistol across the rest of the bodies in front of her, and the bullet’s path bent in midair to follow the crosshair. She got three of the camouflage-clad men and two of the officers with the first round.

As the second clicked into the chamber, more bullets aimed at her head forced her to dive out of the way again. Her move took her into range of the remaining camouflaged soldier, and she spun on her back and kicked his legs out from underneath him. When he hit the ground, she brought one leg up high and slammed the heel down on his throat. He gagged and pixelated away as the ones she’d shot had done.

That left her with only two officers to defeat. She lifted her legs and flipped up to her feet in time to take a barrage of bullets in the chest. The impacts knocked her backward several steps, and she fell involuntarily. Breathing was hard, although the bullets hadn’t penetrated. They had hit harder, which meant the system was getting closer to overcoming her suit’s defenses.

As quickly as it was adapting, she didn’t dare use the third gun. She had to keep it in reserve for future exigencies. She aimed at the first one’s face, pulled the trigger, and a glimmering shield appeared at that level to intercept it.

She dropped the crosshairs. The slug blasted through the first one’s leg below the hip and took the other one in the shin. The system had increased the shield’s strength by decreasing its size, which would have worked had she not been able to redirect the slug. Both went down, and she ran forward and stomped on their throats to eliminate them from the system.

The guard sitting on the stool was still there with his hands raised. He called, “You can go on in.” She smiled, thanked him, and took him out with an aimed shot to the head. No way was she leaving an enemy at her back, even one pretending to be a pacifist.

This section’s layout was almost identical to the previous one, but when she opened the door to the first room, it turned out to be far bigger than it should’ve been. She stuck her head back into the hallway, looked at the intervals between doors, and scowled at the unnecessary lack of realism.

The room was full of high-tech armor and weapons. She examined several displays that showed details of the items nearby and noted that most of the weaponry had anti-magic capability. The armor suits had built-in shields that would handle magical attacks, and among the anti-magic weapons were grenades, shotgun shells, and shoulder-fired rockets.

Amber frowned at the collection and wondered if the man they were after was involved in this line of research. It would require magicals to develop anti-magic weapons, if only for insight and testing purposes. She could easily see people like the bald baddies selling out their kind for personal benefit.

The next rooms were similar with handheld weapons designed for use against magicals, restraint systems, and a collection of anti-magic emitters ranging from as small as a phone to about the size of a laptop. The last one shot chills through her. If everyone could carry a disguised anti-magic emitter, even one that would only work for a minute or two, hunting down magicals would become incredibly easy.

She resisted the urge to blow it all up, knowing this was only product data, not the actual schematics. Amber started thinking about how to procure a computer virus nasty enough to bring it all down as she headed for the next section, HR.

The reception area looked like every depiction of a human resources office she’d ever seen. Boring in the extreme, the small space featured beige walls, posters detailing policies, and a high reception desk. Behind it stood two special ops men wearing black uniforms, body armor, and holstered and hanging weaponry. She nodded. “Boys.”

The first replied, “You shouldn’t be here.”

The second asked, “Who are you?”

Amber looked from one to the other. “You’re not identical.”

The first one laughed. “Nope.”

The second confirmed, “Different as night and day.”

She scowled at the infomancers’ condescending tones. “Do you think this little game is funny?” She reached behind her back, released the rest of her spiders, and sent them off to crawl for data.

The infomancer response to her intrusion had come more quickly than anticipated, and she had to assume they’d seen the tricks she’d used so far. That would make this fight difficult, if not impossible. It was their server, so they’d have the edge, and she hadn’t had enough time inside it to find exploits to use against them. They shrugged in unison and didn’t reply.

She rolled her eyes. “Honestly. Are you, like, thirteen or something?”

The first asked, “Why? Do you have a thing for younger men?”

The second replied, “Talking to you is boring.”

Amber reached into her pocket as he brought up his rifle. She grabbed the flashy device and discharged it as she fell away from the incoming rounds. She saw the flash behind closed eyelids, hit the floor, and came up running. The longer she could stay in the system, the more time her spiders would have to work. Fighting these two didn’t seem like the best way to achieve that.

Two doors exited the room, one on either side of the desk. She ran at the one on the left. A leaping kick knocked it open and carried her through. She hit the floor on the other side and rolled, strictly as a defensive measure in case something awaited her, then came up.

It was a room filled with cubicles that made her ill to look at. She couldn’t imagine living one’s life in such a workplace.

The outer walls had doors all around with people’s names on them. One in the back was different with a small plaque reading Records. She ran full tilt for it as bullets whizzed around her. One slammed into her shoulder and pitched her forward onto her face. She activated programs to dampen the pain it transmitted to her, then lurched up again.

Her left arm hung useless, their code creating something broken in there. With the other she grabbed the canister of marbles, popped the top, and flung the contents out.

The first one to hit the floor was a smoke bomb, and the room filled with the stuff. The second was a noxious gas that caused coughing and burning eyes. The third broke into sharp shards that spread out to the area around it. The fourth and fifth, both explosive, went off as she darted into the room and closed the door behind her.

Amber slapped the lockpick on the door and activated its secure mode. The device would act as a lock and hopefully hold them off for a few seconds once they dealt with the marbles. She turned, expecting an office, and saw instead a cavernous space. Flickering holograms of people stood in similarly holographic cylinders, stacked one atop the next, up to ten stories high. The room was bigger than any she’d been in since entering the system, probably the size of an aircraft hangar.

She walked forward and took in the visual representation of everyone who worked for the company. There were tons of them, right out in the open and completely useless. The scale overwhelmed her for a moment more. Then she activated an overlay with facial recognition to scan the people around her as she ran through the space.

Several men in camouflage uniforms appeared in the room, but she shot them down with her third gun and minimal distraction. The weapon fired little needles that punctured into them and exploded. Sudden pain lanced through her head to indicate that her spiders had been incinerated. Only then did she detect the presence of the backtrace that was looking for her real-world location.

That was why the black-suited men had followed her rather than warped in ahead of her. They wanted her to stay in the system while they searched for her location.

Her overlay blinked a positive match. She took an image and stomped on the emergency disconnect button in the real world. She rocked back in her chair, then cried out and shielded her face with her hands as her main infomancer rig on the desk to her left burst into flames.

She stumbled stiffly from her chair, grabbed an extinguisher, and hosed it down. She stared at the burned equipment as her mind tumbled in shock at the fact that they’d managed to get enough of an electrical charge back along the connection to fry her equipment.

Then, with dawning horror, she realized they might’ve been able to follow the surge to her and might be on their way to get her at that very second. She flipped off the cover of the big red button on the desk and slammed her fist on it. One by one, the other computers that made up her system began to smoke as small explosives destroyed everything inside the cases.

She grabbed a multitool, ripped the side off the machine that had burst into flames, and tore out the hard drives in case they hadn’t been fully destroyed. Then she ran to her bedroom, grabbed the go-bag that was always there, and portaled away.

When she was safely outside Wheels, she pulled out her phone and opened the app that showed the cameras inside her apartment. The images had just enough time to stabilize before the whole place exploded in a burst of light and fire.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Scarlett rushed into Wheels, saw Amber sitting in her booth looking exhausted, and hurried over. “Are you okay? Can I get you anything?” Runeclaw leapt onto the bench next to the infomancer and leaned against her, offering quiet support.

Amber shook her head. Her hair was disheveled, her face pale and drawn.

Scarlett had never seen her look so stressed out. “Coffee. I’ll be right back.” She returned a moment later with two cups, set one in front of Amber, and sat on the opposite bench, cradling hers in both hands. She took a sip. “Tell me.”

Amber laughed darkly, leaned her head back against the backrest, and shut her eyes. “Well. The good news is I managed to get into the company’s server. Unfortunately, there’s only a tiny fragment of good news beyond that.”

“Tell me what happened.”

Lin, who had called Scarlett to come over, walked up and interrupted, “Amber, this jerk bothering you? I can throw them out.”

Scarlett countered, “Why would you talk about Runeclaw like that? He’s being nice for a change.”

The cat stared at her. Lin scowled at her. Amber chuckled, which had been the goal. The infomancer added, “I’m fine, really.”

Lin pointed at Scarlett, then at Runeclaw. “You two behave. Try to be the best versions of yourselves.” She stalked off.

Scarlett raised an eyebrow at her back. “Edgy much?”

“She can be a little overprotective.”

“All right, enough delaying, woman. Tell me what happened in gory detail.”

“I made it into their servers. The key worked. The company is involved in all kinds of scary stuff, including a lot of work on things that are anti-magic.”

Scarlett frowned. “That’s alarming.”

Amber nodded. “Both in general and because it’s connected to the Veil, yeah, I agree. Usual defenses inside. A couple of infomancers kicked me out of the system, but I got a name before they did.”

She slid her phone across the table and Scarlett saw a picture of the bald baddie she’d been tracking, who had hair in this image. It was fuzzy but a match to the museum. Better, it had a name. “Aaron Robertson. Okay. Not exactly uncommon, but we’ve got a face to go with it.”

Amber replied, “Oh, I’m pretty sure I found the bastard. In Colorado.”

Scarlett frowned. “So, that’s not why you’re upset. What gives?”

“They traced me somehow. Scorched my computer. I slagged my gear, grabbed my go-bag, and fled here. Then I watched on the security cameras inside my apartment as it exploded.”

Scarlett snapped a curse. “You’re okay? Physically, I mean?”

A dark laugh accompanied the reply. “Yeah. Physically.”

“Any neighbors?” The words were out before she thought better of them, and Scarlett wished she could rewind time and stop herself from asking.

Amber let her off the hook a moment later. “None. It damaged some other units, but no one was in them, so not a big deal. I’ve been watching the news reports about the fire. They put it out fairly quickly. Part of the reason I chose that place was because it had decent fire protection, plus electrical surge defenses and so forth. It catered to infomancers and paranoid people.”

She chuckled. “I fit both parts. More now than a day ago.”

“I’m so sorry. Beyond the impact on you, which I recognize is huge and sucky, what’s the fallout?”

Amber shrugged. “I rented the apartment under a false name, and nothing connects me to it directly. They’ll surely know, or at least assume, the Witches were involved since we’ve been a thorn in their side lately.”

“Damn.” Scarlett leaned back in the booth and exhaled an angry breath. “These bastards suck.” She gestured vaguely at the room. “Is that why things are such a bustle around here?” She’d noted members of the motorcycle club coming in and out since she arrived, most of them carrying things.

Amber picked up her coffee and sipped. “We have a procedure in place for things like this. Wheels will stay open, but it will be more or less locked down. We’ll only let in those we already know and will have security on the perimeter to keep an eye on things. We’ll also make it known we’re no longer based here, so hopefully no one will decide to come after the place again.”

“This sounds pretty well thought out.”

Amber patted Runeclaw on the head, then took another sip of her coffee, finally seeming more alive. “The Witches tend to get into mischief. Yes, even before you joined us.” She laughed.

“We needed a backup plan. The real question that bothers me is whether the guy I got the key from burned me. On the one hand, he warned me they had a cyber division when he gave me the key. He didn’t have to do that. On the other, they realized I was there pretty fast.”

“Is there any way to be sure?”

The infomancer shook her head. “No, not really. I guess I’ll avoid using him again unless I get some indication one way or the other. It sucks because he has the best stuff.”

“This contractor is doing solid work for the government anyway, right?”

“Assuming the government wants to hammer down on magicals, sure.” Amber sighed and ran her hands through her hair. “Okay, they could be involved in all kinds of other stuff I didn’t see. It’s not like I went through their whole server or anything.”

“Did you get a sense of what this guy does there?”

“No. I was lucky to get his name, to be honest.”

Scarlett tapped the fingers of the hand not holding her mug on the table as a thought came to her. “I wonder if the company knows a bad guy works for them?”

Amber replied, “That’s an interesting question. If he’s using his position only to help the Veil, it might be more problematic than if he’s actually working for them and only sharing information with the others.”

Scarlett nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. Do we know anyone in the government?”

Amber replied, “Only the person who did my tax audit one year. It didn’t go well for them, so I guess that’s not an in. You know, Snow might.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. He consulted for one agency or another for a while. He wasn’t always a motorcycle club artificer, you know.”

Scarlett added it to the mental list of questions about Snow she needed answers to, right next to why he wasn’t allowed to play lawn darts. “All right, what’s our next step with Robertson?”

“I have his address in Colorado. I looked up the location on some satellite photos, and the place is a huge estate. I also dug into local records, and it appears his family has owned the place for generations.”

Scarlett clapped. “Time for a break-in.”

Runeclaw hissed, and Amber laughed. “Slow down there, speedy. We’ll need to do some reconnaissance first. Given how security-conscious the Veil seems to be, we’ll have to do it the careful way, as opposed to the Scarlett way.”

She scowled. “I’m careful. Within a certain context.”

Runeclaw replied, “Only if that context is attempting to be as stupid as possible.”

“You know you want to go check the place out.”

“I’d also like to live to report back.”

Scarlett blew a derogatory raspberry. “Coward.”

Amber remarked, “I’ll take that as you volunteering to deliver my drone to the area. Once it’s there, I can use a repeater we’ll mount on your bike to do the fine-tuned controlling to drop some cameras around the place. After that, a satellite connection should be enough to run it.”

“Of course. Right now?”

“No, I’ll have to get gear together and upgrade the drone’s control systems on my laptop. Plus, I think Wren’s about to give you work to do.”

Scarlett turned her head to see the leader of the Witches on Wheels had climbed onto the bar. She clapped and shouted, “All right, you all. Everything that doesn’t belong in a bar gets taken out of here right now. Carry it out the back, where there’s a portal waiting to take you to our other location. Move.”

Runeclaw jumped onto the table, and Amber slid out. Scarlett did the same. “Is she always this bossy when there’s trouble?”

Amber chuckled. “You haven’t seen the half of it. Just wait. When we get to the other place, you’ll see what kind of a tyrant she can be.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Scarlett spent the rest of the day helping to clear out Wheels. She was part of the inside crew, which meant she would levitate things toward the door with her wand, set them down, and others would take them from there. She hadn’t realized how many non-bar things were around, including a room she hadn’t known was there, stocked with all kinds of food and drink for emergency hunkering down.

When they finished, she returned to the hotel and collapsed into bed. The next morning she was ready to go. She met Amber outside Wheels and accepted the large crate containing the drone, which she strapped onto the back of Dusk Runner. A smaller box went along with it, which Amber explained was the communication device for the drone. Scarlett was to bring it back when the drone finished depositing the cameras that were part of its built-in payload around the place.

Before Scarlett left, the infomancer advised, “You don’t need to get close. I can do this from a mile away with no trouble. So, caution is key.”

Scarlett chuckled. “You say that like you think I’ll storm in to drag the guy out by his hair. Well, his scalp, I guess.”

Runeclaw replied, “That sounds fun. And bloody.”

Amber nodded. “That’s exactly what I think you want to do, which is why I’m telling you to be cautious.”

Scarlett shook her head sadly. “Rude.”

“Whatever. Be careful.”

When she and Runeclaw visited Breckenridge, Scarlett found a location where she could safely open a portal and not be seen from the main streets. She did that now and walked Dusk Runner and its burden through. She slipped an earpiece in to allow Amber to give her directions where she was going and donned the glasses that let the infomancer superimpose information on them. Then she cast shields around the motorcycle, Runeclaw, and herself and gunned the engine.

It took a few minutes to get out of town and back on the highway, where the joy of riding filled her. “This is way better than cleaning Wheels.”

Runeclaw replied, “You can say that again.”

“It’s not like you did anything.”

“I watched you all. It was boring.”

She gently cuffed his head. “Your life is so hard.” Then she put her hand over his muzzle so he couldn’t speak. He let it stay for a moment before biting her.

They rode in silence for a little under two hours, going up and down, curving left and right, before Amber’s directions told them to pull over. Scarlett complied. “I don’t see anything.”

The infomancer replied, “That’s because it’s a half-mile or so back from the road, separated from you by all sorts of shrubbery. The estate likes its privacy.”

“Which is strange because rich people usually like to be high on a hill where they can look down at everything and be seen by everyone.”

“Perhaps the secretive magical cult-type people are different.”

“Perhaps.” Scarlett wheeled Dusk Runner a short distance off the road so no one driving by would think she had broken down and needed assistance, then used her magic to lift the drone’s crate off the motorcycle. She set it on the ground. “You’re good to go.”

Amber replied, “Excellent. Communication link active. Connected to the drone. Stand back.”

The box unfolded automatically, its panels falling simultaneously to lay flat on the ground. The drone, which was all folded up for storage, began to move its pieces into their proper places one by one. Each turbofan stretched out, then various sensors and other devices extended up from the top and out from the sides.

When that was done, the drone went through a series of tests involving various things on the machine's body moving through their full range of operation. She had no idea how any of it worked other than the fans spun to give it lift. She’d have to ask Amber to explain it to her one day once things settled down. If they ever did.

Amber warned, “Lifting off.”

A window opened in Scarlett’s glasses to show the feed from the drone’s cameras as it climbed. One faced forward, another faced straight down. She knew it had one in every direction, but Amber only gave her the most important views. As it was, reconciling the two pictures was a challenge, and she figured more would have made her dizzy.

The house had a large central area four stories high, with a three-story wing to each side. The highest level was all glass that reflected the landscape around. Scarlett muttered, “It looks like whoever lives here is ready for a siege.”

Amber replied, “Seriously.”

“Giving them time to prepare would be a bad idea. What if I went and grabbed him?”

“No. That’s stupid. Even for the two of you.”

“Yes, but it might work. Element of surprise and all that.”

Amber’s voice was judgmental enough for three. “No. Also, Wren says no. So does Lin. Everyone says no.”

She looked down at Runeclaw and shook her head. “Lame.”

The cat replied, “Totally.”

Scarlett stared at the image. “All right, Mr. Robertson, we’ll be back to deal with you before too long.”

When Amber gave her the okay, she portaled back to Wheels. The parking lot seemed positively vacant without the row of motorcycles.

Lin was waiting for her in front and opened another portal. “Bring your bike. We don’t leave anything here.” Scarlett wheeled Dusk Runner through the portal into a warehouse. Lin directed, “Parking to the left.”

Scarlett put her motorcycle in line with a bunch of others and looked around the space. It was a huge warehouse sectioned off with bright yellow duct tape into a parking area, a sleeping and furniture area, and an open workspace. The order of the place was obvious in all directions. Wren was serious about that particular detail.

An upstairs office with glass windows overlooked the space, but the angle was wrong for Scarlett to see what was inside. She spotted crates of what looked like military hardware. She raised an eyebrow at Lin. “Been shopping, have you?”

The drow chuckled. “For a few things, yeah. We’ve had most of the stuff around for a while. You never know what you’re going to need, right?”

“Fair.” Scarlett walked among the crates. Lots of rifles, some military-style shotguns, plus abundant ammunition and explosives. She raised her eyes to look around the room again and noticed most of the Witches she knew were there, along with several Spell Riders. They all appeared to be storing their stuff in lockers as if they planned to stay.

“What’s up with that?” She gestured at the men.

“We need to keep an around-the-clock watch on this place and Wheels. They’ll supplement our folks. Amber’s upstairs handling the security office if you want to look at the big picture around here.”

Scarlett and Runeclaw located Amber sitting behind an array of monitors. The warehouse had cameras all over the outside to judge by the images they showed. Another display held a diagram of electronic sensors. She asked if it was.

Amber confirmed, “Yeah. We’ve got this place set up with several layers of defense out to about a thousand meters.”

“You all keep this place in reserve?”

The infomancer leaned back and stretched. “It’s a shared, ongoing project between us and the Spell Riders. Everyone improves it as we go along with whatever stuff comes into their possession and with whatever labor they can contribute. It’s gotten pretty improved over time. Which is good for us at this particular moment.”

“I saw the weapons and stuff. Good to have somewhere to fall back to.”

“Yeah, but in some cases it’s not our best stuff. This is my second-best infomancer rig, and it’s at least a year old, which is like the Stone Age compared to what I had.”

The other woman was still upset about what had happened. Scarlett replied sincerely, “I’m sorry.”

Amber blew out a breath. “Yeah. I’m sorry too, just taking some time to get over it.”

“Is there anything I can do to help out?”

“Not going after Robertson was a good start.”

Scarlett laughed. “You didn’t really think I would, did you?”

The other woman stared at Scarlett. “If one person had said yes, you would’ve been breaking into that house in under thirty seconds.”

Runeclaw had hopped up on the desk between Scarlett and the monitors. “She’s got you there.”

Scarlett countered, “You weren’t arguing.”

He didn’t reply.

Amber continued. “Well, it’s good that you waited. A few days of surveillance and we’ll know all his tricks. Then you can go in and get him, ideally with a few friends to help out. And maybe some big guns.”

Scarlett grinned. “That sounds like my kind of date.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Camus sat in his den, a spot not quite so private as his office where he retreated when he wanted to relax uninterrupted. A coffee service was beside him on a table at the perfect height to access it. He sipped the expensive brew prepared specifically to his tastes with a combination of beans identified through fairly rigorous experimentation. He’d done the same thing with tea for when he felt the need for calm. Tonight he had a surfeit of energy and didn’t want to let it go.

His mind raced as he plotted and planned how best to use the collars to influence the people who’d been foolish enough to acquire a servant wearing one. No one but the key members of the Luminous Veil knew of the collars’ other ability, and that was only because he’d needed their help in constructing the devices.

The planning was all his, as would be the timing of its deployment. He wanted to delay, to get more collars out there, but had to walk the line between maximizing the potential and risking discovery without falling to either side. Another couple of weeks will do it.

A soft knock on the door scattered his attention. “Enter.”

Ellis stepped in with his phone in his hand. “I’ve just received word. Everything is in place. We can go anytime.”

Another piece fell into place. Camus asked, “The Chrome Ghosts?”

“Yes, sir. All of them, this time. They’re rather excited at the opportunity for some payback.”

Camus chuckled. They were worthy of being nothing more than cannon fodder, and he doubted the battle would work out as they imagined. “And our people?”

Camus slipped the phone into his pocket. “As you directed, I’ve demanded levies from all in your organization. We have fourteen security personnel, plus my people. Also, a half-dozen freelance magical support.”

Camus frowned. He’d instructed the others not to take the field for this battle but had expected more magicals to be part of the fight. “Will that be adequate?”

Ellis shrugged as if to say the answer to that question was up to fate. “It could be. It’s also all we can do unless you wish to wait a day or two for me to wrangle more people.”

Camus shook his head. That wasn’t an option. “No. We must act now while the others remain influenced by the battle against Black Tunic. This is the moment to strike, tonight.”

Ellis’ expression remained neutral. “Your orders?”

“Capture the witch if you can. I’d still like to have a long discussion with her. The most important thing is to end the threat she and her friends pose. However many show up, do your best to put them in the ground.”
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Scarlett spent the day cleaning her equipment, sharpening the things that needed sharpening, and patching up the damage her leather jacket had taken. She also spent some time with Dusk Runner, ensuring everything was okay with the bike. The feeling that she was killing time came and went, but one part of her mind was always watching the clock. All she needed was a clue or for Amber to say it was time to go take down Robertson.

Until one of those things happened, she was in an in-between space where time passed in fits and starts. The interval between two glances at the clock could be a minute that felt like an hour or an hour that felt like a minute.

She was holding down a barstool in Wheels with a string of regulars on the ones at her side. The place was crowded, given that most of the Witches were absent, which surprised her. She mentioned it to Lin, who was working the bar.

The drow observed, “People trust us. A little dust-up is nothing new, although I have to admit they did an impressive amount of damage this time around.” She shrugged. “We needed new furniture anyway, and the insurance will pay for it.”

Scarlett laughed. “You’re able to get insurance for this place?”

Lin grinned. “Wren managed it. Not sure how. I think she must have blackmail material on someone.” She paused, touched the small device in her ear, and answered, “Acknowledged.”

Scarlett had watched her do it several times but hadn’t asked. Now she did. “How many people?”

“We have a half-dozen watching the perimeter. Amber put the drone up overhead, and a freelance infomancer is watching over it and the static cameras we have all over the place.”

“So, we’re ready.”

“No one thinks they’ll be stupid enough to come after Wheels again, but if they do, we are definitely ready for them. The folks at the new base can roll out with a minute’s prep. Carrying weapons with them, that kind of thing.”

Scarlett asked, “How long can you all handle this kind of life?”

Lin laughed again. “As long as it takes. We live for this stuff.”

Scarlett sipped her beer and considered the idea of this situation lasting for weeks or months. She didn’t think her fortitude was strong enough for that.

Runeclaw was sitting on the bar beside her. “We should just go get Robertson.”

Scarlett snorted. “Right? Exactly what I was thinking.”

“This alarms me.”

“Going after the bald baddie?”

Runeclaw shook his head. “No. That I’m thinking like you.”

Her retort was interrupted by Lin suddenly straightening. Scarlett asked, “What?”

“Warning from the parking lot. A portal has opened.” Lin reached under the bar and retrieved the shotgun, which Scarlett was sure was loaded with something more potent than rock salt. She drew her weapon from the small of her back and headed out the front door a step behind the drow.

A group of Witches stood with their guns leveled at a portal. On the other side, a man in an ornate mask, white on one side and black on the other, nodded at their appearance. He threw a silver cylinder through, about as long as Scarlett’s hand but fairly thin, and the portal immediately closed.

Someone stepped toward it, and Lin barked, “Hold.” To Scarlett, she added, “Could be dangerous. Shields first.”

Together, they wrapped the object in force shields, one layer upon the next. Then Scarlett lifted the cylinder from the ground and held it midair while Lin gestured to remove the cap remotely. Scarlett turned it upside down, and a piece of paper fell out. Wren caught it with magic and unfolded it. It was a note in scratchy handwriting.

You’ve lost some more students. If you want them back, be at the intersection of Main and Broad at midnight.

Lin snarled, “Bloody bastards. About time they came out to play properly.”

Scarlett couldn’t agree more. “I hope they’re lying about the students.” Ten minutes later, Lin’s replacement took over at Wheels, and she, Wren, Maddox, Scarlett, and Runeclaw were together in the open space in the warehouse.

Maddox stated, “It’s a trap. They’re choosing the ground.”

Wren nodded. “But one we have to walk into. We get people in place early and in secret to watch, report back, and act at pivotal moments. On top of that, we bring numbers. A show of force.”

Snow replied, “Actual force, not just a show. We’ll need everyone.”

Maddox nodded. “Agreed. I’ll put out the word to our people.”

Wren gestured around. “All of mine are here. We’ll close Wheels so we can have those as well.”

Scarlett asked, “Then what?”

“There’s an abandoned factory site a couple of miles out of town. We’ve used it for training before. We’ll stage there and all roll in together.”

“Won’t they anticipate that?”

The other woman shrugged a shoulder. “Probably. We’ll have some of our best people with illusion in town ahead of time to make it look like we’re staging all around town.”

Snow chuckled. “Tricky.”

Wren offered a thin smile. “This isn’t the first time we’ve had to disguise our actions, as you well know.”

Scarlett stated, “I need to be in the front. I’m the flashpoint for this. I’ll keep their attention on me.”

Snow shook his head. “Bad idea.”

Maddox added, “But it’s certainly your call to make.”

Wren nodded. “Agreed. It is.”

Scarlett advised, “It’s made.”

“All right. Do what you need to get your head in the game. We have three hours and people to get moving.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Ninety minutes later, Scarlett, Wren, and Runeclaw were gathered in the staging area, surrounded by a bunch of Witches and Spell Riders getting ready for the fight to come. Scarlett had spent the previous hour and a half getting her stuff out of the hotel and checking out. She’d stay in the warehouse for the near future, assuming she survived the battle.

Lin asked, “You’re sure about this silly plan of leading from the front?”

Scarlett nodded. “Yes. It’s what they’ll expect to see, and they’ll be overconfident because of it.”

The other woman shook her head. “Runeclaw?”

“It’s necessary. The enemy has challenged us. We must respond with confidence.”

“Even though that’s exactly what they want?”

“Even though.”

Scarlett laughed. “If the two of us agree on something, there’s no stopping us.”

Wren frowned. “All right, but you’re wearing this.” She pulled out the thin bulletproof vest Scarlett had worn before. “You’re making yourself a target, so don’t even think of arguing with me about it. If I could, I’d wrap you in Kevlar from toe to head.”

Scarlett took it. It would slow her down some, but Wren was right. The possibility of getting shot or stabbed was high enough that a little extra defense made sense. She strapped it on over her T-shirt. She’d put on the heavy-duty trousers the Witches kept on hand and wore her usual boots.

She hung her leather jacket on the locker, grateful for the enchantments Snow had put on it what seemed a lifetime ago. A pat-down ensured the flasks were where they belonged, and a quick visual inspection confirmed she had repaired the worst rents from the exploding collar.

Scarlett took mental stock of her other support items. The magic detection ring was on her finger. The phoenix pin was attached to her collar. The pendant her grandmother had given her was under her T-shirt, nestled against her skin. She couldn’t think of anything else she might need on that front.

Scarlett turned her mind to offense and grabbed the array of straps Snow had given her for Fang. Once she wrestled herself into it, she slid the dagger into its loop. While in contact with Fang’s handle, her mind connected to the being inside and she felt its enthusiasm for the fight to come.

She wondered momentarily if all the bald baddies had sentient daggers or if hers had been the only one. She didn’t like the thought of a bunch of other Fangs waiting to poison her.

Next, she slid the dart bandolier across her body, careful to position it in such a way that it wouldn’t interfere with drawing the knife. The darts were loaded with the same tranquilizer poison as Fang’s tip. She didn’t anticipate using them in such a stand-up battle, but one never knew, and this seemed like a fight where anything and everything might come in handy.

Scarlett already wore the harness that held her knives at her shoulders, but she reached back to check they were where they belonged. She pulled her wrist sheaths out of her backpack and slipped them on, pulling the straps tight. She drew the blades, one in each hand, and readied them to throw. Then she repeated the process backward to sheathe them.

Runeclaw observed, “You remembered them for once.”

She countered, “I always remember them. I just often think they’re a little obvious. Shouldn’t you be sharpening your claws or something?”

He gave her a condescending glare. “My claws are always ready. Especially at night. While you’re sleeping.”

Scarlett shook her head. “You’re not a good person.”

“Technically I’m not a person at all. I’m a cat. Which means I’m far better than a person.”

She ignored him and slid on her jacket. She reached into the sleeve, drew her wand, then bent to touch her boot where she hid her backup. Finally, she pulled her revolver from the holster at the small of her back.

Before she could do anything with it, Lin requested, “Let me see.” The other woman lifted it to the light, sighted down it, then popped out the cylinder and spun it. “Smooth as butter. This is an amazing weapon, although it only has six shots.”

She flicked her wrist, and the cylinder snapped back into place. She offered the gun grip-first to Scarlett. “You have to assume they know we’ll be bringing anti-magic ammo and will have planned for it. And that they’ll have some of their own. Don’t get cocky.”

It was a reality check she hadn’t needed. Scarlett was well aware of what was at stake. She holstered it, then knelt beside Runeclaw to ensure the harness was holding his pendant where it belonged. Honestly, she was surprised at how little complaining he’d done about the arrangement.

She murmured for only him to hear, “I don’t think you should be out front with me. If I were them, I’d want to remove you with the first shot to crush me.”

He twitched his whiskers. “You’d miss me?”

She laughed. “Maybe. A little.”

“Fair. I’ll sneak in the shadows then.”

“And be smart.”

“And be smart,” he echoed in a long-suffering tone.

She stood, raised her voice, and pointed at him. “No jumping through portals.”

He leapt to her shoulder. “Unless I think it’s necessary.”

Scarlett sighed. “Guess I can’t argue with that.”

Wren walked into view, put a hand on Scarlett’s shoulder, and advised, “Time to move, people.”

Scarlett joined the line of motorcycles being rolled through portals from the warehouse to their chosen staging area. When she got through, she saw many more people than she anticipated. She found Snow and asked, “Where did everyone come from?”

The artificer grinned. “The Spell Riders are bigger than we seem. We have some chapters in other locations and some people who moved out of daily involvement but are still available when needed.”

Scarlett shook her head in amazement. “Yeah, but this many people?”

He chuckled. “I know. Maddox seems so low-key for someone who has authority over so many. I’m still the smartest, though.”

Scarlett laughed. “Fair. Speaking of which, I hear you had an interesting life before joining the Spell Riders.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Who have you been talking to?”

“No one in particular. I’m interested in knowing whether you have any connections with the government.”

He frowned. “For what?”

“I have some information about a defense contractor that someone ought to know about. Nothing big, I’m not going to ask for anything. I only need a contact.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I think I can hook you up with someone who would like to know about that.”

“Sooner rather than later.”

“Will do. For now, maybe quit thinking about the future and start thinking about the present.” He reached into the pocket of his leather jacket and extended a metal object in an open palm. She took it and saw that it was a speed loader for her revolver. “Six more anti-magic rounds. In case they should prove necessary.”

She shoved it in her pocket. “Thanks, man.”

“You can thank me by being careful out there.”

She flashed a grin. “Always.”

Snow looked at Runeclaw, who rode on the bike as Scarlett pushed it. “Keep her safe, will you?”

“If I must.”

Scarlett laughed, found a place to mount the bike, and rode around until she found Maddox and Wren. They were together in front of two lines of motorcycles forming behind them. Scarlett moved in front of them. “Ready?”

Wren replied, “On your lead.”

She asked Runeclaw, “Good?”

“Let’s do it.”

Scarlett pulled out her phone to check the route to the meeting place again, even though she’d already made certain of it repeatedly, then shoved it away. “Okay, folks. Let’s go kick in some teeth.”

She gunned the engine, heard answering sounds behind her as the others did the same, and pulled out onto the road, headed for the confrontation she’d been itching for. One way or another, tonight would provide a new direction.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Ellis looked down at the street below. The Chrome Ghosts astride their bikes filled the near part, waiting for the Witches on Wheels to take the bait. He turned to get a view of the large array of monitors in front of his infomancer, who would watch over the battle and point out trouble spots so he could direct his forces.

Some displayed the streets from traffic cameras, which they’d long ago hacked into in order to survey the college students they sought to capture. A quartet of drones flew above the city at high altitudes to avoid notice. They continuously scanned the area in visual, thermal, and motion modes. Artificial Intelligence intervened and removed everyday things from the feed to give them a good view of the gathering points where the Witches were readying themselves for the fight.

Or where they wanted him to think they were gathering. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe they would show themselves that easily. The groups suddenly winked out and confirmed his suspicion.

The infomancer reported, “All the illusions vanished. We have a read on their main body coming in from the west of town. They’re under a veil, but the disturbances around them make it more or less clear that there’s a lot of them riding together.”

“Just like we expected they would. We’ll give them points for having their illusion game together.” He looked at the street again, noting the passiveness of the scene, and knowing it would soon be a wildly different view.

He triggered his wrist comm. “Specialists, standby. Ghosts, prepare to engage. We have enemies inbound from the west.”
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Scarlett stopped across the edge of town, a few blocks from their destination. Amber fed footage of what was waiting into the display on Scarlett’s glasses without being bidden. Scarlett recognized the logo of the Chrome Ghosts and shook her head in disbelief. “These idiots don’t know when to quit.”

Lin replied, “Told you. Morons.”

Runeclaw leapt from the motorcycle and ran toward the sidewalk. She sent across their magical connection, Be careful, buddy, but he didn’t reply. She lost sight of him as his magic merged him with the shadows, but she still felt his location as he ran toward where the fight would occur.

Wren ordered, “Max shields, everyone.” Scarlett expanded hers to cover the people nearby and layered more on herself. After several seconds when she felt more shields go up around her from Maddox and Wren, the latter stated, “Your show, Scarlett.”

Scarlett directed, “We roll forward and match them on the opposite side of the street. Defenses in place as we discussed.” She ensured her spells were running, then suited action to words.

As she stopped across from the Ghosts, the Spell Riders and Witches on Wheels behind her would expand into a triangular shape to more easily see the enemy. She pulled out her wand, held it toward her mouth, and spoke into it. Her magnified voice echoed off the nearby buildings as she suggested, “Give up your bosses. We don’t have to do this.”

In her ear, Lin muttered, “We sure as hell have to do this.”

The man opposite her at the head of the Ghosts, who were in a similar arrangement, shouted, “How about a different plan? You surrender to us, and we’ll let the rest go.”

Maddox muttered, “Don’t need magic to know he’s lying.”

Scarlett lowered her wand. “True that. Time to do what we came here to do. Get to it.”
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Ellis saw the resolve in the lead witch on his view from a traffic camera. “Here they come. Deploy. Specialists, take your shots.”

The infomancer complied first, sending a pair of drones down into the back of the group to take them by surprise. Ellis looked at the lead witch, anticipating what would come next. Camus wanted her alive, but Ellis had decided to take her out if offered the opportunity. She had already caused too much trouble for the organization and him.
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Scarlett paused before following her advice. In that instant, gunshots barked, and two sniper bullets crossed in the space where the illusion she was projecting showed her to be. She snarled, “The illusion trick will only work once. Everyone scatter.” She gunned her engine to close the distance with the Ghosts.

Amber advised, “I have the snipers’ locations. Taking them out.”

They had assumed the enemy would have an ambush prepared and planned accordingly. Amber’s drones swooped down toward two buildings across the intersection and hovered before trails of fire leapt out from them. The rockets slammed through the windows of an apartment on each side, which promptly exploded in a shower of concrete and glass.

Scarlett snapped, “Dusk Runner’s yours,” and dove off her bike under a veil, leaving an illusion of herself in place. She immediately blasted force magic at the ground to send herself up and over the motorcycles coming behind her and landed on the sidewalk.

Her motorcycle continued toward their foes, under Amber’s control through the rigger module, then veered off to the side and headed away. They hoped it would draw off a solid portion of the enemy force. Unfortunately, only a handful followed. No one believed she would abandon the battle that easily.

She pulled her wand and pointed it at the gaggle of motorcycles on the opposite side of the street, having only seconds before the battle was joined for real. She dug down into her reservoir of magic and pulled power together. Then she sent fire skittering out across the ground.

Almost all of the Chrome Ghosts’ motorcycles’ tires exploded. She laughed. Whoever had done the magical protections, assuming there were any, hadn’t thought enough about the spot where the wheels met the ground. Rubber was vulnerable to magical flames, as most things were.

The scene devolved into something approaching chaos as bikes fell over, Ghosts yelled and screamed, and her people plowed in among them. Their foes proved more resilient than Scarlett expected. She thought the surprise might break them, but they fell back in an organized fashion, grouped themselves into clusters to protect one another, and pulled out guns.

Scarlett had no sooner noticed the hardware was out than a bullet whizzed past her ear. She started to go to the ground to evade, but a punch like a giant’s fist landed on her chest and knocked her backward. Her veil dissipated, and she groaned in pain. She looked down, expecting there to be blood and hoping she was wrong, and for once, her hopes won out. The Kevlar Wren had demanded she wear had stopped the bullet.

She came to her senses and rolled toward the street as more bullets slapped into where she had been lying. She found cover behind a fire hydrant and took a moment to pull her scattered thoughts together. More bullets whizzed by, and she made herself as small as she could. She demanded, “Status?”

Amber replied, “Even so far. Some of theirs are down, some of ours are down. Anyone seriously wounded is being portaled back to the base. We have a few people watching over both sides of the transition site to ensure no bad guys get through.”

“Any enemy leadership?”

“Haven’t spotted them yet. All we’ve got are the Ghosts.”

“All right.” Scarlett cast another veil, forced herself to her feet, dashed out from behind the fire hydrant, and ran toward the fight. She considered using her healing potion, but it was likely she had only pain and not actual damage, save maybe a fractured rib or something. She’d save it for when it would be really useful.

She stretched her senses out in search of telltales of magic in use but detected only shields. If the enemy had magicals among them, they were still playing a purely defensive role. She doubted any self-respecting magical would hook up with people so stupid. It was probably the bald baddies’ agents giving them magical support, and that would end whenever the real threat materialized.

They had all agreed that the Chrome Ghosts were nothing more than something to focus on while the enemy deployed a trap to snatch them. Everyone watched for it as they dealt with the cannon fodder the Luminous Veil had brought to the battle.

Scarlett reached the nearest Ghost, who was looking in the wrong direction, and laid him out with a hard punch to the back of the head. He went down, and she grabbed his fallen gun and threw it out of the way of the combat. A moment later she realized it hadn’t been particularly smart. “Amber, time to call the chief and warn her not to get involved. But tell her once the fight’s over, they need to police the area for loose weapons and so forth.”

Amber snorted. “Police the area. The police. You’re hilarious. On it.”

Scarlett continued through the throng, finding places where opponents engaged with a Witch or a Spell Rider and taking the Ghosts down unseen. With every step, she kept an eye roving. It couldn’t be long before the Luminous Veil revealed whatever they had planned for them.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Ellis scowled at the monitors that showed the chaos on the streets below. “Damn. The Ghosts are even less useful than I hoped.”

The infomancer replied, “Not much they could do against the witch’s damn illusion.”

“That was never likely to succeed. It was an easy guess we’d have snipers. We had to do it anyway in case they somehow failed to plan for it, but I didn’t think it would work. I’ll admit I didn’t expect them to be bloodthirsty enough to blast out the whole apartment. We might’ve had innocents tied up in there.”

He hadn’t, but there was no way for the enemy to have known. His mind wandered as he wondered whether they had time to scan for heat signals, maybe, before launching rockets.

He jerked his thoughts back to the moment, activated the comm to everyone, and ordered, “Second wave, deploy.” On the cameras, he saw his men slip out from the storefronts where they’d been hiding. They were in packs of four—two men with rifles, one with a heavier weapon, and a magical.

All were dressed entirely in black, including helmets, and all were some of his finest troops. The magicals were freelance but still very capable. The best money could buy on short notice, anyway. He announced with satisfaction, “This should be fun to watch.”

The infomancer replied, “You want something fun, watch this.”
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Scarlett heard the whir of the fans and dove out of the way as a drone flashed through where she’d been with bullets splattering from the rifle mounted on its underside. She was sure some projectiles had deflected off her shields, which made sense. It would be unusual to have drones loaded with anti-magic ammunition given how rare and expensive it was.

Those thoughts passed through her brain as she rolled up to her feet, leveled her wand at it, and blasted it with fire. She scowled at the sight of the drone curving out of the flames, apparently undamaged. She growled, “The drones are hardened. Flame didn’t work.”

Try lightning, Runeclaw suggested across their connection. Lightning always works.

Scarlett shot a tightly wound cone of twisting tendrils at it and slashed it across the drone’s path as it tried to dodge. It seemed as if it would also resist this attack. Then it wobbled, smoked, and fell. Scarlett hit the wounded craft with a blast of force magic at the right angle to send it into a pair of Chrome Ghosts rushing after a wounded Witch.

It caught the nearest in the chest and slammed him sideways into the other one. A nearby Spell Rider blasted them both with lightning to keep them down.

Runeclaw snapped, Watch out.

Scarlett spun to see a motorcycle coming toward her at high speed. She used force magic to blast herself up and out of the way, drew her throwing knife from the opposite wrist sheath with her free hand, and hurled it before she landed. It was all instinct, but it proved sufficient. The blade sank into the rider’s shoulder. His bike swerved to the opposite side and skidded into a crash that took out another motorcycle.

A sizzle from behind her caused her to spin again, and she watched another bike go out of control and slam into the side of a building. The Ghost riding it dove off before impact. Runeclaw slipped back into the shadows nearby. She sent, Thanks, buddy, as she blasted the Ghost into unconsciousness.

Don’t mention it.

You okay?

Looking for the head of the enemy so I can claw it off.

She chuckled. Good plan. Go to it. New arrivals caught her eye as she returned her attention to the fight, a quartet of people in black uniforms with another about a block behind them. She was sure there would be more than two before long.

Scarlett announced, “The real opposition has shown up. Groups of four, all in black. Expect magical support.” She heard affirmations from several people. “Amber, can you do anything with them?”

“I’m more than willing to try.”
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Amber examined the array of cameras in front of her. She had created an amalgam of them that provided a rough three-dimensional view of the scene to complement the drone she’d parked over the intersection ever since the battle began. She reported, “I have four, no, five sets of the new bad guys.”

Acknowledgments came back, including Scarlett, who reiterated, “Sure would be nice if there were fewer.”

Amber growled, “Working on it.” She issued the command to take direct control of one of the drones from the AI piloting it, then made its view the biggest thing on her screen. She rotated it in midair until she spotted the nearest set of men in black, tagged them so she wouldn’t lose track of them, and sent the drone into a dive.

She had a couple of spare seconds while it closed, so she used a different drone in the same fashion and sent it in on a slower attack route to return to after she dealt with the first bunch.

A tone went off, telling her the first drone’s rocket had a lock on the target. She pulled the trigger as one man in the group turned toward the drone. He had a weapon braced against his shoulder in an instant, and a beam of light shot out at the drone. She immediately lost control, and it exploded in midair. She snarled, “What the hell was that,” as she switched to a different view.

Her rocket sped toward the men but hit a shield and detonated several feet away from them. The ripples from the impact showed multiple layers of shields protecting them. The fact that they’d been quick enough to cut a hole for one to shoot through to take out her drone demonstrated they were anything but amateurs.

She tried the same thing with the second and met the same result, although the first shot from that defender missed. It allowed her to get a second rocket off, but that had no more effect than the first. Then her drone was gone.

Amber snarled, “These jerks have skills. I can’t do anything about them. They have magical shields, and at least one has a weapon that can take out my drones.”

Scarlett replied, “Acknowledged. You deal with their drones and hit any Ghosts you can. We’ll focus on the men in black.”

“Got it. Going countermeasures mode.” Amber repositioned her remaining drones to be sure she had good coverage over the area and activated the jamming packages she’d installed on them. They’d all agreed that cutting off command from the Ghosts would leave the foot soldiers in disarray, which proved true.

The ones not actively involved in fights looked at each other or reached up to their ears and shook their heads. Amber laughed. “They’re confused. Should be easy to take out the trash, now.”
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Scarlett replied, “Sounds good to me. Witches, Riders, split up into your teams and go hunting.”

When they discussed how to handle this moment, they decided two packs of marauders made up of the least skilled fighters among them would pursue the remaining Chrome Ghosts to clear the streets. They would use magic more than weapons and try to be nonfatal where possible since the risk the Ghosts posed with their reduced numbers was minimal. They all understood that taking any serious risks was out of the question because there was more danger at hand.

Wren had identified teams of five to handle more serious opposition with Scarlett as a free agent. Unfortunately, they only had four such teams, and it appeared five groups of the men in black had taken the field.

Scarlett snapped, “I have the group to the east.” Her main hand slipped behind her back, drew her revolver, and kept it hidden. With her other, she used her wand to blast away attackers and take down an enemy drone that crossed her path. Her focus stayed on the group in black.

They were looking at other parts of the battlefield, which was doubtless the only thing that let her close on them without being noticed. After only a few more steps, they reoriented to face her. She muttered, “Great, competent enemies.”

Runeclaw sent, I’m close. Give me a second.

Scarlett dashed behind a parked car in time to avoid the gunfire from the men in front. A sizzle indicated Runeclaw joining the fight, but no one was down when she looked over the car's hood.

He growled, “They’re strong.”

“So are we, buddy.” She readied herself, stood, and smoothly brought the pistol around. She lined up the crosshairs on the first person and pulled the trigger. The bullet passed through the shields and knocked him down. It required only a slight shift of aim to the left to nail the next one, who also went down.

A flash of light made her flinch, and a rocket slammed into her shield an instant later. The impact threw flames everywhere and expelled a gas that lingered after the fires vanished.

Scarlett sealed her shield to keep it out and ran to another location to escape it. She called a warning about the weapon, then saw that her gunshots had only taken her foes down temporarily. They were back up and pointing their rifles at her. “Bloody hell.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Scarlett scowled at the foursome. Her shots had done no actual damage to them. All four were standing again. The one with the rocket reloaded his weapon, and the magical waved a wand.

The other two were most problematic at the moment as they fired their rifles at her. The bullets smashed off her cover since she’d hidden behind the fire hydrant again, and her shields did nothing. She growled over the comm, “Anti-magic in the rifles. Watch out.”

A large pickup truck was parked nearby, one of the kind that construction workers used to carry everything they could need. Scarlett flicked her wand toward it, focused her will, and ripped the passenger door off its hinges. She pulled it to her, turned it on its end, then rose and crouched so it covered her body. The bottom scraped on the concrete as she pushed it forward and ran behind it. Bullets slammed into but not through it.

She didn’t imagine it would stay together long and pumped magic into her muscles to increase her speed. She lost track of her pistol somewhere in the fight, but it wouldn’t have been all that useful anyway.

Bullets punched through at the edges of her improvised shield, but the gunfire slackened as she arrived in their midst. She’d seen them backpedaling in the view from the drone above that Amber had fed into her glasses, but they hadn’t been fast enough. She hurled the door forward with all her might, aiming at the magical.

The man with the rocket stepped in the way as he tried to get a better angle on her. It hit and knocked him backward into the wizard, taking them both out of the fight for a moment. She was between the two men with rifles, too close for them to bring the weapons to bear. The one on her left scrambled for his pistol as the other reached out to trap her in a bear hug, his head snapping toward hers with speed and focus.

Her shield should protect her against the blow from his helmet. However, “should” was becoming problematic during this fight, and she didn’t put it past him to have magic that would negate her protection. She crouched, twisted, and rocketed a force-covered fist up into the crotch of the man trying to grab her. Her strike hit armor, but the blow was still sufficient to lift him on his toes and break his balance. He staggered sideways beyond reach.

The other had gotten his pistol out, but she flicked her wand, tore it from his grip, and tossed it away. He goggled at her as she drove upward with her legs, aiming an uppercut at his chin.

He popped backward into a boxing stance with unexpected speed and her punch missed. She yanked the arm down in time to take his countering blow on her bicep instead of her ribs. She snapped out a kick, but he met it with a raised shin. Pain shot through her leg, and her brain babbled, “Stupid, stupid,” while she pushed away the distraction.

Clicking caused her to throw herself onto her back on the pavement. A rocket shot past a centimeter away from her face as she dodged, burning her skin with its exhaust. She swept the glasses off her face as the metal turned hot, then threw herself to the side in a roll to avoid the stomp from the man whose shin she’d damaged her leg on.

She still had her wand, and she whipped around and sent a burst of force in all directions. It stopped the momentum of the two men who were trying to attack her, but no more, much of its power blunted by the enemy magical.

Scarlett barked a curse, transferred her wand to the other hand, grabbed her remaining throwing dagger, and hurled it toward where she’d last seen the magical. A sharp cry of pain told her she’d hit something. When she looked up, the man with the rocket launcher clutched his neck and fell.

She snarled, “I’m done playing nice,” and rolled backward into a somersault. She got to her feet and drew a knife over her shoulder. Her wand and knife both whipped forward to cast a wall of flames at her foes. Shields protected them, but what Scarlett wanted most was the distraction.

She charged in and threw herself bodily at the magical in a flying kick. Her foe’s shield absorbed some of the impact but not all, and they went down to the ground together with Scarlett on top. When they hit, she slammed the pommel of her blade into the man’s head. It stunned him. His shield went down, and she did it again. Bone crunched, and she rose with a snarl to face the other two. “All right, boys, let’s see how good you are without the wizard protecting you.”
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Runeclaw shifted through the shadows at the edge of the street but had no enemies to engage. He reached into the magical connection he maintained with Scarlett through his pendant and grasped for the magic of her phoenix pin through that. Instinct guided him to the correct way to interact with it. The pin’s power merged with his, and he threw out his senses in search of infomancy magic.

He’d seen drones, which meant an operator, and usually that operator was an infomancer. He got a feeling at the edge of his perception, a little sparkle in the corner of his eye, and turned toward it.

A golden path, weak at first but growing in intensity by the second, stretched across the street and climbed up the wall of a building. It smelled like infomancer magic, which he’d experienced enough around Amber to recognize. The path ahead was clear of fighting, and he followed the trail off the sidewalk and across the street.

Several Chrome Ghosts appeared around him as he went, rushing toward one fighter or another. He flicked his tail and blasted them with electricity, putting them down on the ground without stopping his advance toward where he hoped the enemies' leader would be.

[image: ]


Ellis stared from one screen to the next, taking stock of the situation. A sizable contingent of the witches and the men with them had been injured. Even now, handfuls were evacuating through a portal. It would have been better to have killed them, but at least they were wounded and leaving the battlefield.

He frowned as a woman stepped through the portal from the other direction. She had already been in the fight, which meant she must’ve been healed and was returning to it. He pointed. “We can’t have them coming back on us. Send in the demon.”

The infomancer snorted. “Stupid name.” His hands danced on his keyboard.

“So is Chrome Ghosts.”

Without looking up from his work, the other man replied, “Oh, I don’t know. I like the name, just not the people. They have a way with explosives. You have to give them that.”

He jerked his head up toward the screen. Ellis’ gaze followed. A big motorcycle with heavy saddlebags raced down the road, seen from the drone above. It wove through the battles on the street too fast for anyone to engage. The cameras on board showed blurs of motion as it sped by people on its way to the portal and whatever lay beyond it.
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Scarlett saw the motion before she heard the rumble of the motorcycle coming down the road. She stared at it while her mind whirled, then realized its remote operator intended to smash it into something. Given that it was probably aimed at her, she turned toward it and gripped her wand tightly. She dug deep for power as she assessed the battlefield and calculated the angles.

The spell came easily since she’d cast it before in a similar situation. An invisible force ramp materialized in front of the motorcycle with a sharp enough curve at the end to send it hurtling almost straight up. The bike hit it without slowing and transitioned to flight.

She let the ramp fade away and summoned a tight cone of flame. It reached out, connecting the tip of her wand to the gas tank. It caught fire, and a moment later, the motorcycle exploded.

Debris went everywhere, and the shockwave broke the glass in every nearby window. Shielded combatants were driven to a knee by the force of the outwardly moving air. Anyone unlucky enough to be without protection—about half of the Ghosts who were still fighting—was down on the ground, unmoving, certainly unconscious.

Scarlett stood. “All right, people. Now that the riffraff is down, let’s mop this up.”

Lin replied, “No one thinks you meant to do that. Bravado won’t make it better.”

“Quiet. I’m having a leadership moment here.”

“You really aren’t.”

Scarlett wondered why Runeclaw wasn’t joining in the banter and sent that question to him over their magical connection. He replied, Headhunting. Shush. Don’t distract me.

Headhunting, sure. Sounded like a good idea. Scarlett looked around to see if anything else needed her attention, but the explosion had given the Witches and Riders a decided advantage. She latched on to her connection to Runeclaw and started toward him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Runeclaw reached the building and looked up. The yellow line led to a window, now broken. The surface was brick, old, and probably impervious to his claws. The mortar, on the other hand, was pitted and crumbling.

He extended his claws, slammed them into the juncture between bricks, and pulled himself up. He stabbed his rear claws in, then moved his front ones up to the next brick.

One brick at a time, careful to ensure a solid connection before moving, Runeclaw began to climb the three stories to his destination. It was a taxing and unfamiliar process, but he barely noticed it.

His senses were entirely attuned to the sense of magic above provided by Scarlett’s pin, which appeared to be growing stronger by the moment. He was positive an infomancer awaited him in the room above. Where there was an infomancer in a situation like this, there was often a person in charge with them.
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Ellis snarled at the screen after picking himself up off the floor. He had cuts on his neck from broken glass, and shards littered the room. His words came out in a vicious snarl. “Damn the witch and her friends.”

He wanted to pull the gun from his waistband and start randomly shooting into the street. Instead, he drew a deep breath. “All right. We need to get out with what we can. Hopefully we’ve winnowed their numbers some. Call for a general withdrawal.”

The infomancer looked over his shoulder. Several cuts that leaked blood marred one side of his face. A piece of glass was still in one of them. “Should I notify the Ghosts?”

“No. They can cover our retreat, incompetent bastards.” An image on the monitor caught his eye, and he reached forward to tap the glass. “Wait. There she is. The witch, crossing the street. Send all the Ghosts after her. And whatever attacks you’ve got left. If we can kill her, it makes this whole mess worthwhile.”
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Scarlett felt the environment around her change. It was as if all the Chrome Ghosts still standing suddenly realized she was nearby. They disengaged from their fights or picked themselves up off the ground and advanced toward her. She enhanced her shields and waved her wand in a circle to grab debris from nearby and surround herself with a whirling stone barrier in case anyone tried to shoot her.

Feeling like a target, she ran toward the building, wanting to get out of the open. The roar of engines caused her to turn and level her wand, but it turned out to be Spell Riders and Witches on Wheels riding in to take out the rest of the Ghosts. They carried pieces of debris to throw at their enemies, blasted them out of the way with force magic, or skidded their bikes directly into them. Her allies were as finished with the Ghosts as she was.

Bullets slammed into her rotating barrier and shields, and she spotted a pair of drones flying in from different angles. A rocket hissed out from one. A wave of her wand sent a piece of her barrier flying up to slam into it, and the missile detonated only fifteen feet from the drone that had fired it.

The debris from the explosion caught the craft and sent it spiraling to the ground. The other came around for another shot from a lower angle, and she threw rocks until it was also a crumpled ruin.

Scarlett let the barrier fall as she reached the building and walked through the front door. The lobby was small with mailboxes on her right, a pair of elevators to the left, and a double-wide staircase ahead. It offered no convenient opening to blast up through, so she started climbing.

It felt like Runeclaw was on the second floor but was still moving up, so she figured she had to go up at least three. Her ring suddenly quivered on her finger. Reflex took over. She whipped the wand in her left hand around to create a force barrier and slid her other hand into her jacket to draw Fang. A shadow bolt bounced off her shield, and she barked the command to reveal hidden things.

The enemy hidden under a veil materialized in front of her. She stepped forward with Fang, knowing a scratch would end his participation in the fight. He brought his wand down to block it. It clanged off her blade as if it were metal and notably longer than it appeared. She scowled at this display of magic she’d never seen.

The man was dressed all in black like the ones on the street had been, and only his eyes were visible behind his balaclava. She used her wand to buffet him with magic as they traded blows, taking advantage of the moments his wand was occupied with combat, but she couldn’t break the stalemate.

Her wrist twisted strangely as she stabbed forward with Fang. Her opponent’s block missed, and the dagger sliced up into the slight gap between his collar and the mask. Blood welled, then he wobbled and fell with shock in his eyes. Scarlett ignored that Fang had done something unexpected and growled, “Finally. Someone to question.”

She left the tranquilized man there and ran up the stairs, shoving Fang back into its sheath. Until she figured out what happened, her new partner would stay sheathed except in case of emergency.
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Runeclaw crept over the windowsill, careful to avoid the glass shards still stuck in the bottom. A man in a black uniform and another wearing jeans and a T-shirt were in the room. The latter was a step away from a portal in the far corner. Both moved toward it, and Runeclaw gathered himself and leapt at the man in black.

He landed on the back of the man’s neck, reached around, and slashed his face with his claws. The man screamed and stumbled, and the infomancer came back, grabbed him, and threw him through the portal. Runeclaw jumped off, not wanting to go through another portal into the unknown with such prepared enemies at hand.

The cat turned toward the infomancer, ready to leap, but the man staggered back, his gaze locked on the dart protruding from his chest. Runeclaw turned and saw Scarlett in the doorway with her arm extended. “Nice shot.”
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Scarlett grinned. “It was, wasn’t it?”

The portal closed. Suddenly her pendant vibrated, and Fang screamed a warning in her mind. She lurched into motion, wrapped force shields around Runeclaw, used her telekinesis to bring him toward her, and wrapped additional shields around herself. She caught the cat as she neared the window, then threw back a force tether to grab the infomancer by the ankle.

As she hurled herself through the opening where the window used to be, she yanked on the line connecting her to the infomancer and wrapped him in additional shields.

The apartment exploded behind them, sending shards of wood and drywall to bounce off her shields and catapulting her and those she protected into the street. She hit, bounced, and fetched up against a wall. After checking to ensure her protectees were safe and no enemies were nearby, she groaned and dug in her pocket for a healing potion. The accumulated damage had reached the level where a potion was desirable and possibly necessary.

Over the comm, Lin asked, “Scarlett, are you okay?”

She coughed. “I’ll live. Runeclaw’s good too. I have a prisoner. Did we win?”

The drow laughed. “Oh, yeah. We smacked down the Ghosts, some of our black-suited enemies are in the great beyond, and we had no fatalities. All in all, a good day. Well, except for the rampant property damage.”

Sirens sounded in the distance, and Scarlett forced herself to her feet as the healing spread through her. “Maybe we should get out of here before Chief Stevenson arrives.”

Wren sounded satisfied with the day’s work. “That’s an excellent idea. Witches, Riders, roll out. Time to make ourselves scarce.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Camus sat in his favorite den and sipped his fresh cup of coffee. Before him, Ellis stood ramrod straight. The man was freshly showered with his still-wet hair slicked back. His expression suggested he suspected he might not survive the night. Camus mildly instructed, “Report.”

Ellis somehow straightened further. “Neither complete failure nor clear success, sir. We might have killed some of them. I’m not sure. Every trick we pulled, they had an answer for.”

Camus shook his head. “Unfortunate.”

“I don’t know what we could’ve done differently. I thought we had them. This is my responsibility.”

Camus stared, considering. Truly, Ellis was too essential to lose, especially since the witch had also bested the Veil members. He sighed. “The witch is formidable and a wild card in all things. Her allies aren’t shabby, either.”

He paused to reconsider his decision but came to the same result. “We need to bring this phase of the project to its conclusion. Plan to take a dozen students in a single night.

“Gather what resources you need to accomplish it. Assume the witch and her friends will respond and plan accordingly. This will be our last action in Provo. Afterward, they won’t know where to find us and won’t be able to interfere any longer.”

Ellis nodded, his relief evident. “Timeframe?”

“As soon as possible but be sure we have the resources to succeed. I want no more losses because of these people.”

“Consider it done.”

“Dismissed.” The other man left, and Camus sipped his coffee while thoughts wandered through his mind. Things had been going so well before the witch showed up. He wanted to end her, but he’d have to be content with handing her the loss of the college students and fading away. It wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying, but if all he could do was leave her awash in guilt over her inability to protect others, that would be something.
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Scarlett stomped into the room where they were holding the infomancer she’d kidnapped. He sat in a corner with his back against the wall, his feet manacled to each other and a bracket in the floor. Maddox watched over him. She demanded, “Nothing? Seriously?”

The leader of the Spell Riders shrugged. “I’ve asked him every question I can think of. He’s a freelancer. He knows a man with the first name Ellis. Nothing more.”

“But—”

Maddox interrupted her with a raised hand. “He was portaled directly to the apartment by a magical, so he can’t tell us any locations. He was contracted on a dark web hiring board. There are hundreds of them. So, as you said, nothing.”

Runeclaw had sauntered in through the door she left open. “Let me claw him for a while.”

Maddox looked at the cat. “Torture doesn’t get answers of any use.”

Runeclaw tilted his head. “Who said anything about getting answers?”

After a pause, Maddox and Scarlett both laughed. She added, “No. You may not use him as a scratching post, Runeclaw.”

“Can I use you instead?”

“No. Behave.”

Snow walked in. “Hey. I reached out to the government person I know, and they responded.”

Scarlett turned fully to face him. “Cool. They’re willing to chat?”

He nodded with a strange, almost hesitant expression. “They’re willing to meet. Now. They’re here.”

Scarlett frowned. “How did they know where we were? How did they get in? Isn’t this place supposed to be secure?”

Snow raised his hands in a helpless gesture. “It’s kind of what they do. Anyway, do you want to meet them?”

“Sure.” As she followed him out of the room, Scarlett ran her fingers through her hair and brushed dust off her T-shirt. She wouldn’t have chosen to meet some government suit immediately after a fight when she hadn’t showered yet, but it was what it was. They were the ones who decided to show up unannounced, so they couldn’t blame her.

They walked into Amber’s area, and Scarlett abruptly stopped. Three people she didn’t recognize were in the room. One of them, a narrow-featured woman with long black hair that fell in waves behind her, was seated with her feet on Amber’s desk, talking animatedly with the infomancer.

The second was a troll about three feet tall with a shock of neon purple hair. She recalled hearing that trolls could change their size but had never seen one bigger than the ones she met in Trollstigen. The third was a woman in a well-worn slim leather jacket, tactical pants, and heavy boots. Her dark hair reached past her shoulders, and Scarlett noted she was average height at best when she stood and extended a hand.

The woman’s voice was warm. “Hi. Diana Sheen.”

Scarlett muttered her name, but the troll caught her attention when he knelt to talk to Runeclaw. “Hello, kitty.”

Runeclaw replied, “Hello yourself, hairy.”

The troll laughed, stood, clapped, and shouted, “Chase me.” He ran out of the room at top speed.

Runeclaw and Scarlett looked at Diana, who rolled her eyes. “If you don’t do it, Rath will badger you until you do. Trust me, it’s easier to give in.”

Runeclaw smiled and ran out after him.

Diana looked at Scarlett and crossed her arms. “So. I hear you know something about a problem with a defense contractor that involves magic.”

Scarlett nodded. Her brain hadn’t caught up to the situation yet. “Yes. Who are you with again?”

Diana laughed. “Everyone asks. We never answer. But I think we can help each other. Shall we chat?”

Scarlett nodded. Whoever the woman was, she had confidence aplenty, and it felt earned. “Yeah. Let’s talk.”


THE STORY CONTINUES


The story continues with book six, BASIC WITCH, coming soon to Amazon and Kindle Unlimited.
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AUTHOR NOTES: TR CAMERON
MAY 24, 2024


Thanks for reading the author notes!

** Deep Breath **

**Mad-author-cackling.**

Okay, let me compose myself. Behind the scenes secret: I had no plans to, or inkling that I might, include Diana, Rath, and company in this series. None at all. Zero. Zip. Zilch. Nada. Not a sausage.

When I threw out the idea of needing a government contact, I still didn’t have it.

But then, I was driving around with the kid geocacheing and it hit me like a bat to the face. Of course, if it was a government contact, it should be Diana. Especially since Snow is just the kind of wacky person that would have come to their attention.

It’s such a pretty circularity. And Rath and Runeclaw? Certain to be besties. So there will be a little bit of Diana and Friends. Not a huge amount. Just a condiment. Maybe a side dish, tops. Mental note: Don’t write author notes before breakfast.

If you haven’t met Diana and Rath before, they’re found in my first Oriceran series, “Federal Agents of Magic,” reappear in various other books, and have a starring role again in “Rogue Agents of Magic.” Most of my books have the spark of an idea from some other media property, and the one for FAM was Agents of SHIELD in Oriceran.

I had fun with this book. I hadn’t intended the big street battle as an ending, and it required some replotting to include it, but I’m pleased with how it moved the story. The next book will start with the final smackdown of the Chrome Ghosts. Scarlett will be leaving Provo for a new town and new friends. The journey continues.

Speaking of journeys, the kid and I are heading to Columbus, Ohio today. Why are we driving three hours, you ask? So we can see a Twenty-One Pilots exhibit at a bookstore. Yes, it’s maybe a little crazy, but we enjoy road trips together and there are worse ways to spend the day. They’re hoping the band will show up, since they’re in C-bus for a super exclusive concert tonight. I kind of doubt it, but who am I to claim to know the future? As the kid replies every time it suits their strategy to do so, “Anything’s possible.”

I mean, I’m a published author. Who am I to argue with the potential for miracles?

The summer break from my University gig has been busy so far. I’m on a committee that’s still going about revising our general education curriculum. At my last university, they tried and failed to do that for – no joke – TWENTY YEARS. I don’t know if they did it after I left, but I have my doubts. I’ve got some projects related to my own teaching, and some work to do on bigger projects that I’ve committed to that will make my life hell if I leave them until the last minute.

I live in a weird nexus of flexible schedule and deadline driven. It’s hard with the lack of structure of my life to get things done sometimes. I’m not the most disciplined person, except under deadline, at which time I’m a dervish of performance while I make myself and everyone around me miserable because of it.

It's fair to say I have room to grow. I don’t know how Martha and Michael do as much writing as they do. The level of discipline that must take is mind boggling to me. And they still manage to do fantastic quality work. I stand in awe.

I have two overriding personal goals for summer: play Baldur’s Gate 3 (as in, all the way through, rather than restarting for a FOURTH time), and get my kid playing Dungeons and Dragons. That requires figuring out how to DM again, which I haven’t done in forever. I’ll keep you updated on these important tasks.

The kid and I went to see “Say Anything,” a band I didn’t know and actually still don’t really know. It was a good show, though, in a beautiful venue. We have an indoor/outdoor place, one of a few of its kind, and its right in the middle of the north shore, near the sports stadiums, but is this kind of oasis of lawn. So while you listen to the band, you can look out at the skyline. It’s really nice. Very enjoyable.

Our next trip is to Toronto, Canada. The kid’s first time out of the United States. We’re seeing the lead singer of Five Seconds of Summer, Luke Hemmings, on his solo tour. We’re in a suite. So fancy. The tickets were less expensive than probably any other we’ve bought for this summer. After that, it’s Melanie Martinez and Niall Horan in June. Then things really get going. My goal is to give the kid the childhood I would have liked to have. I think it’s going okay. Of course, does a parent ever really know what’s going on in the kid’s brain?

While geocacheing, we got to see not one but two different places where water from mining was being purified by limestone reservoirs. It was really neat. I like the ones that have history or other information to them.

We’re continuing with Doctor Who, now in the second Matt Smith season. In Sherlock, we’re into season four. Also watching Broadchurch and Prodigal Son and Fallout. I’m going to introduce the kid to Sandman once Sherlock is done. I’m finally catching up with Loki Season 2 as well. It’s a shame Jonathan Majors turned out to be not so good. I like his acting and I like the character. And I’m holding off on Discovery’s last season until it’s all finished so I can binge it.

We’ve seen all the Spider-Man rereleases so far in the theatre. 2 more to go. We’re looking forward to IF, Twisters, and probably Inside Out 2. I have mixed feelings about that. The first one was emotionally scarring. I’m looking forward to Deadpool & Wolverine.

I’m listening to Joe Ambercrombie’s “The Blade Itself” trilogy, my first purchase on Chirp. It’s… odd. I haven’t experienced Epic fantasy quite like it before. But the narrator is a hoot.

I’d like to take a serious moment to say thank you. I think I’m about five years into my writing career, and it’s been so much more than I could possibly have hoped for at the start. And that’s because of you. It’s made so many things possible for me, including all the concerts I’m taking the kid to. And my appreciation is bottomless.

I’ve decided to go to the Midwest Writing Worshop this year, and am considering Romance Writers of America. I would have gone to the Denver writing conference, but I already have concerts scheduled during it. (Blast!) I will be at Author Nation, but not at RAVE, because of day job obligations.

And now it’s time to head out the door to Columbus! Thank you again for reading the book and these author notes. If you have a moment to put a review or ranking on this book, it’s really helpful in getting others to notice it, and so I would really appreciate it. 

Until next month, joys upon joys to you.

Standard monthly reminders - If you’re not part of the Oriceran Fans Facebook group, join! There’s a pizza giveaway every month, and Martha and (usually) I and all sort of fun author folks show up via Zoom to chat with our readers. It’s a great time, and the community feel to it is truly fantastic. The group is very welcoming and enthusiastic. Oriceran Fans. Facebook. Your phone is probably within reach. Do it!

Before I go, if this series is your first taste of my Urban Fantasy, look for “Magic Ops.” I promise you’ll enjoy it, and you’ll get more of Diana, Rath, and company. You might also enjoy my science fiction work.  All my writing is filled with action, snark, and villains who think they’re heroes. Drop by www.trcameron.com and take a look!

PS: If you’d like to chat with me, here’s the place. I check in daily or more: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorTRCameron. Often, I put up interesting and/or silly content there, as well. For more info on my books, and to join my reader’s group, please visit www.trcameron.com.


AUTHOR NOTES: MARTHA CARR
JUNE 13, 2024


I’ve started a project answering questions for my son about my life. I realized after the most recent fifth round of melanoma, and then chemo this time, that he was expecting me to die sooner rather than later. It’s been a lot for him to deal with and there isn’t much I can do to make it better, except tell him stories that I can leave behind – eventually. Hopefully, a long time from now. I’m going to let you guys listen in as well.

My author notes right now are going to be answers to questions and all of you can get to know me better, too. Maybe inspire, maybe give you a laugh along the way.

Today’s question is: What were your friends like in high school?

I was lucky when it came to high school, on a few fronts. The first one was that my father, your grandfather, found a scholarship for female descendants of Civil War soldiers who lost their land in the war. Normally, our family luck doesn't swing in our favor, but for once our bad luck, or poor decision-making skills, paid off. Dad even cemented the deal by figuring out how we were the fund's trustee's distant cousin. 

Not a hard trick in any part of the South. If you've been here for over a hundred years, no matter where you came from, we're somehow related. 

Dad had four clever daughters and managed to put us all in private high schools. That saved me from a mediocre career in school because at the time I was more interested in being in the middle of the pack at everything. The public school was sub-par and that meant the middle of the pack was a little below that.

Here's where the second bit of luck came into play. One day I suddenly found myself at St. Agnes School for Girls in a small group of teenagers who for the most part had some pretty big ambitions. Or at the least, wanted to do their best and their best was pretty damn good. The middle of the pack was suddenly a lot higher, and I had to learn how to reach for it. 

The nuns at the school, and yes, there are Episcopalian nuns, would take me in the hallway to teach me how to write an essay. There were no multiple-choice questions. Imagine the enormity of that one kindness, that one twist of fate when you look at what career I ended up in for the rest of my life. 

There was also expected to be a lot of reading of every kind of classic. No censorship and that opened my mind up to the possibilities of every kind of life, which meant I was free to choose. It's an amazing elixir to really embrace the size of the world out there waiting for us and for me books opened the door.

These were also the young women, the teenagers that I was getting to know. 

To be honest, the prettiest, richest girls were never that interested in getting to know me. They were like a small pack of well-groomed Kardashians heading down the hall who stuck to their own kind for the most part. Once again, I was comfortably in the middle, which suited me better anyway. I liked trying on makeup and wearing whatever was current but for me it was more of a costume than a lifestyle. 

I was always looking for the funny crowd or the drama club or the artistic bunch or the dancers or the ones who liked to write - songs or poems or short stories. These were my people. 

There were only forty-six girls total, give or take over those four years, but that was plenty. I made life-long friends out of some that I still keep in touch with to this day. We have cheered each other on through figuring out college and then marriage, or first marriage and then divorce, and those early days of motherhood and balancing a career. We have even lost partners over the years and one or two of us have died, but we are still there for each other.

That matters because besides siblings we are the only ones who hold the longest history for each other and have a view that includes our younger selves who believed in everything. 

The older I get, the more I notice there's an idea that our soul ages too. That we don't care as much about what we used to and that's just not true. The cells in our body may be taking a little longer to regenerate but the soul is still clicking along at about twenty-something, maybe thirty at times and looking for the next adventure. Friends of all ages and lengths of time and even interests and beliefs are necessary for the journey right up until the end. Being able to share it all with a variety of people enhances the experiences in ways that really have no words and probably made me into the write I am today. Love you. Love, Mom. More adventures to follow.
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