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Chapter One

 

The stacks of paper reminded me why I hated being back on this job. Not that running the Armis Auxiliary in Akron was exactly my heart’s desire. I was honored to have been chosen for the job, especially after all that had happened. I knew we still had double agents within the ranks, though Charles had done his best to ferret them out. I’d been back two months and still had yet to find the last few traitors. My failure to do so weighed on me.

As did my absence from home. I closed my eyes and reached for the bond I had with Lady. The senior mare remained ever present in the back of my mind, a warm and steady presence. The unicorns too, for I’d grown closer to them and now I sensed their presence, calm and soothing, around the node.

A knock pulled me from my thoughts of home. 

“Olivia?” Charles Davidson, the Armis agent who had been the interim director while I’d recuperated from our battle with the Aquari Testimoni cell which seemed to have taken up residence here stepped into the doorway of my office. He wore a rumpled white shirt and a pair of shorts with sneakers having come from the gym or maybe the basketball courts outside. “You doing okay?”

I smiled. “I’m fine, Charles. Thanks.” He checked in on me every afternoon like this. I’d been back a month. If I hadn’t revealed my fragile state yet, I wasn’t about to. “You heading out?”

He nodded. “Probably another week here. Lexington is itching to get me back. Mollie claims her new partner is an ass.” He grinned, his teeth flashing white against his dark skin. “He probably just doesn’t let her get away with anything.”

I chuckled with him, because in the short time I’d known Mollie she’d struck me as someone who prided herself on being a bit of a rebel. “I’m good. Thanks for asking.”

Charles unfolded his lanky body from the door frame and strode into my office. He shut the door behind him, before sprawling into the chair opposite of my large wooden desk. “You sure? No one would blame you if you weren’t.”

I appreciated his concern. I really did. And yet, between Lady and the Unicorns, I’d had a bit more care and concern than I really wanted. “I’m sure. I’d like to get those last few agents. I’m hoping these reports will shed some light. I’m still tracking down everyone. Carlos is helping where he can, but…” I let the words dangle. 

“But Agent Dawes left a hell of a mess. Yeah,” he agreed. “We’ve run everyone through truth spells and no one is admitting to being part of Dawes’ gang, but we know they’re there.” My face must have spoken aloud because he stopped. “What are you thinking?”

That I wanted to leave the small room on the Akron Auxiliary’s Campus where I slept during the week and go home to my horse. Maybe play my flute in the meadow where the node sat and serenade the Unicorns. Figure out exactly how deep Aquari Testimoni had its claws into not just the Akron Auxiliary, but several others in the region and yank them out, root, trunk, and branch, then stomp on them and shred them with magic so harsh they’d be puddles of oozy liquid organs and skin when I finished. I think the last thought turned my expression sour enough for Charles to notice. “Carlos isn’t picking up anything. I’m not finding anything. You’re not finding anything. As much as I hate being Armis, we have specific tools at our disposal. Perhaps we should stop playing so nice and civilized.” I grinned toothily. 

Charles returned my smile with speculation. “Such as? Tell me. Mollie will love this.”

“Search and silence.”

Charles straightened. “You’re serious?” He glanced behind him to the door. “And you’ve swept this office?”

“I am and I have. Both magically and with mundane means. I’m not without my resources.” I knew better than to trust the Musimagium and I’d invested in some clandestine hardware before I’d come back to work. I might not be a computer wiz. I preferred more physical work. I did, however, know that I had to protect myself if I wanted to come back home to my equine lifelines.

“We’re in.” He didn’t hesitate, didn’t question, and for that I appreciated his friendship. I hadn’t even approached Carlos with this. Given his position, he might have to report something, and neither one of us wanted that. “When?”

“Soon. Maybe a week at tops. I want to go home, gather my strength. I’m taking a couple of days off next week. Figured I’d flush ‘em out.”

“And then down.” Charles laughed at his joke. “Got it. You know how to reach me. I’ve got some leads to check too.”

“I have these reports. Something is bound to show up in them. In a bureaucratic organization like this one, these people are following close, too close to the rules. I’ve got a lead on who authorized Dawes to bring me back. That may be the way we find the rest of them.”

“Sounds like a plan. See you tomorrow.” He stood and turned, walking the two steps to the door. Charles turned and looked at me. “Be careful. We won’t always be here to watch your back.”

I nodded. “Dismissed agent.” I winked, softening my order as the director of the Akron Armis Auxiliary. I opened the folder on my computer desktop to make sure the hundred case files I wanted to review were stored there for this weekend. Part of my work involved going over everything to do with the Akron Auxiliary with a fine-tooth comb.

My phone buzzed. “Director Santos, the commanders are here.”

“Send them in.” I’d gone too long before meeting with them, but I’d wanted a good review of their staffing, those detained, and the reasons. The door opened and Commander Ricks and Commander Sobor walked in, the two men as different from each other as they could be. Sobor was a shorter man, maybe an inch or two taller than me, with thick dark hair and black glasses. Ricks was tall, muscled, more like Dawes in appearance with his bald head and bushy eyebrows. 

“Director,” Ricks said.

“Commanders.” I gestured to the two chairs. “Please sit. I’m glad you could meet me.”

“We’re glad you asked,” Ricks said. Of the two, he seemed the least likely to be part of Dawes’ plan. “How can we help you?” He glanced to Sobor, who said as little as necessary. I can’t say I trusted him. I also can’t say I didn’t trust him. 

“I wanted to discuss some operational changes that I’d like to put into place. Your agents’ case files will come to me for review after completion, and I’d like to see all warrants you receive from Melody.”

Sobor sat straighter. “May I ask why? Seems like you’re asking for a lot of work when you’re just getting settled.”

“Exactly. I have no desire to micromanage,” I added, and he instantly relaxed. “Just get a feel for workflow and cases
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