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Years ago, he had died before her eyes– disintegrated by his own evil.

Now a series of minor crimes seems to point back to the scheming White  

Magician. Wonder Woman must determine if an increasing amount of deaths  

and stolen monies are truly his work or that of a wannabe or impostor.

Joined by an old friend as well as her sister, Donna Troy, Wonder Woman  

follows the mystery from Boston to London, and back to her Amazon embassy  

in Washington, DC. Is the threat based in magic, technology– or something  

else entirely?

The Amazing Amazon must utilize all allies at her disposal, plus her Magic 

Lasso and Invisible Jet to investigate. Most of all she must conquer her own  

increasing exhaustion and fears to save the world!
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“You are not going to drive, Di. Get that through your thick head.”

“But–”

With a smug smile Donna Troy shifted into lower gear. The purring engine 

of the roadster silenced as it slowed to city speeds. Again Donna shook her 

shoulder-length black hair at her sister Diana's determined look. Even in the 

late September sun, glints of cool starlight peeked out from under the strands. 

“Absolutely not. I know what will happen. I let you take the wheel and then 

disaster strikes.”

“But–”

“It  wouldn't  be  anything  as  mundane  as  a  rear-end  collision,”  Donna 

insisted as she abruptly veered into the next lane. “It would be ball lightning. A 

meteor strike. Hell, an alien invasion with the first laser cannon fire hitting the 

engine. I love this car. I look good in you, don't I, Baby?” Donna asked the 

wood grained dashboard. “It took me four days to talk Loren into letting me 

test-drive it. And I am not going to let it be destroyed by the Wonder Curse!”

From the passenger seat, Crown Princess Diana of Themiscyra regarded her 

younger sister archly. They'd had this kind of discussion many times before, 

just not concerning a particularly sexy red sports car like the one Donna was 

driving through the bustling boulevards of Bethesda, Maryland. “There is no 

such thing as a ‘Wonder Cur–’”



Donna pointed an accusing finger at her even as she kept her eyes on the 

road. “Nep!” she commanded,  the same way that an Amazon trainer would 

stop a dog from disobeying.

“I–” Diana sputtered.

“Nep!”

Diana opened her mouth to say something else, but before she could, Donna 

commanded, “Nep!” Diana merely grumbled deep in her chest but otherwise 

shut up. Donna got to do all the fun things. Diana had to be the responsible 

one.

So Diana settled her elbow on the side of the car and pretended to study the 

city around her, sapphire eyes flashing. It really would have been fun to drive, 

but  she  couldn’t  maintain  her  disappointment  for  long.  The  day  was  too 

beautiful:  blue  skies  and  high,  feathery  clouds  that  countered  the  late-

morning’s heat. A wind fresh even in this traffic, blew her long black curls 

everywhere. Her dear sister was beside her, a circumstance that occurred far 

too rarely. And for once Diana had the chance to check out the world around 

her without searching for danger.

There were sights of this amazing Outer World to be savored now that she 

had a chance to relax. Buildings whisked by them, hulking concrete shapes as 

well as homier brick facades. Then there were the occasional glass giants that 

loomed  up  from the  street  to  alarming  heights.  It  was  all  so  exciting  and 

different from home.

People from around the globe strolled these streets, clad in exotic costume 

as well  as  extreme Western dress every bit  as  entertaining:  saris  and suits; 

turbans and tube tops.

Two food trucks sat in a strip mall’s parking lot. Over the heads of their 

customers,  their  chefs  shook  their  fists  at  each  other  from  their  serving 

windows and shouted.  Diana wondered if  the  languages  they used were  as 

varied as the menus the trucks touted.

The  convertible  passed  a  computer  shop  advertising  a  tablet  with 

holographic keyboard and hi-res 3-D screen. A lurid poster for the latest Justice 

League videogame that came with it looked to be promoting mindless violence. 

She’d have to talk to Licensing about that.
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Diana  pressed  two  fingers  to  her  furrowed  brow.  There  was  always 

something else to do. It seemed she spent her days doing triage of the world’s 

needs, deciding where best to spend her time… and rarely having that time to 

attend to them. Dire pop-up emergencies came first.

She  was  reaching  her  exhaustion  point.  That  wasn’t  good.  Last  week’s 

battle against the Royal Flush Gang had proven she was slipping. Thank all the 

goddesses she’d managed to overcome them. A fluke had saved her. Now she 

needed to enjoy this afternoon with Donna, away from the world’s demands. 

Rest. Recover her edge.

Diana too was the object of the city’s attention. Despite the mundanity of 

her  yellow  sundress  with  its  flurry of  ribbons  about  her  shoulders,  fingers 

pointed at her from the windows of the cars they passed. People waved and 

smiled.  She  could  hear  squeals  of  “It’s  really  her!”  “Hey,  it’s  Wonder 

Woman!”

How lovely! Raising her head, she waved back. Even after the handful of 

years she’d been Amazon Champion working here in the Outer World, it was 

thrilling to be admired. Such nice people everywhere! Everyone couldn’t be as 

unreasonable as Donna was about the car, could they?

Two children plastered against the closed back window of their minivan as 

Donna drew up beside them. “Wear your seat belts!” Diana mouthed to them 

behind their air-conditioning. She pantomimed the belt to make her message 

clearer. Their heads bobbled obediently as they buckled themselves in. Diana 

rewarded them with applause and a nod. In return, they raised their arms over 

their heads in the famous Amazon salute. She saluted back, her thick black 

bracelets crossed at the wrists.

Donna took a left at more than the speed limit. The roadster’s outer side 

lifted noticeably, but its path was smooth.

“You’re  setting  a  terrible  example,”  Diana  chided.  A faint  trumpet  call 

came from her pocket. She pulled out a phone and checked the message.

“Justice League?” Donna inquired as she tried to see the screen while she 

kept an eye on the street ahead. “The Global Guardians? Is it an alien attack? 

Aw no, no, no– Traffic jam!” The must-turn lane had landed them onto a main 

artery that might as well have been a six-lane parking lot.



“It’s Jeannie. She wants to know if I’m going to attend the symposium on 

Central African Refugees next month. Like I haven’t been working over there 

every other– Gorgon spit!” Diana shook her cell. Even that didn’t disrupt the 

static  on its  screen.  It  let  out  three  helpless  bleeps before  it  expired.  “Not 

another one!” She glared at the tiny technology.

From the driver’s seat  of  the open red convertible,  her  sister  glanced to 

witness  the  techno-death  and  then  returned  her  perusal  to  the  bumper-to-

bumper car graveyard. “At least we’re in the right lane. I can catch that street 

up there and get out of this– if we can ever reach it. Apparently everyone in 

Bethesda is trying to get to the District at the same time. That red light must be 

stuck.”

Donna’s shoulders slumped as she settled back in her seat. “I don’t see why 

you act so surprised,” she said about her sister’s phone. “This always happens 

to you. Eventually. You and tech.”

Diana responded with a dark mutter.

Donna laughed. “I’ll get you one of those simple cells. You know, the kind 

with big buttons that they market to little old men who don’t understand the 

newfangled world.”

Diana ground the  phone into  her  fist.  It  emerged  with  distinct  wrinkles 

where before it had been smooth metal. “I understand it very well. I’ve had 

Kryptonians,  Martians,  super-geniuses,  Google,  and  even–”  she  scowled  at 

Donna– “smart-assed kid sisters school me. I can’t help it if electronics don’t 

like–”

From out of nowhere an arm shot across Diana’s view just beyond her nose. 

On the hand end it grasped a semi-automatic pistol. A Ruger P89, if she had to 

be specific. It pointed at Donna’s head. On the other end of that arm was a 

wrought-up young man. Early twenties, maybe late teens. Black, skin in the 

darker range. 5'11" or close to it. Solidly built; clean-shaven; pierced lower lip. 

His mouth held a snarl, teeth set.

“Out of the car! Now!”

Diana studied the large assailant looming over her side of the open vehicle. 

He was dressed in bright green, loose shorts and a blue wife-beater tank top 

that made him look even beefier, though it showed deep sweat stains under the 
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armpits. He was nervous. Trying to cover it up with bravado, which made the 

fact  that  he  was  holding  a  gun even  more  dangerous.  Mostly,  though,  she 

noticed the P98, his determination, and the fact that he didn’t seem to have any 

other weaponry at hand. Or accomplices.

Behind them someone blared their horn, whether to try to scare off their 

attacker or to show irritation at the long light, Diana didn’t know.

“I’m disappointed. Not an invasion at all,” Donna murmured beside her. 

She stared directly ahead and locked her elbows while her hands remained on 

the wheel. Diana now knew the part her sister would play in this– which was 

nothing.

“I mean business, bitch!” the man shouted at the unresponsive Donna. “I 

want you outta there before that light turns!” He shook the gun for emphasis 

before–

Diana snatched the gun. She tossed it to Donna, who released her hold on 

the wheel to catch it by the barrel.

“Whu–”  was all  the  man could say before  Diana took his  index finger, 

formerly on the trigger, and gave it the tiniest of twists counterclockwise.

He howled. “Ow! Stop it! Stop it!”

“Do you need medical help?” Diana asked sweetly, though she didn’t let go.

Now he actually looked at Diana, his gaze quickly focusing just above her 

bold eyebrows onto her tiara. Her gold, pointed tiara. The one with a large, 

star-shaped ruby right in the middle.  The one that  held the famous mop of 

curlicued ebony curls out of the familiar bronzed face.

This  was  Wonder  Woman,  Amazon  princess.  Champion  of  her  nation. 

Superhero.

He cursed in defeat as well as pain.

“Here we go,” Donna announced as the light ahead finally changed and 

traffic began to ease forward. She steered while still holding the gun. “That 

must be the longest light in the country. Why don’t they program these things 

better?”

Diana twisted the man’s arm around so he faced away from her. With one 

hand on his wrist and the other around the back of his belt, she hoisted him 

above her  head so he wouldn’t  be  dragged with the  car.  Also one-handed, 



Donna whipped the speedster around the nearest corner and into the parking lot 

of an office complex. Then she cut the gas.

“You,” she accused Diana with a perfectly-manicured fingernail on her free 

hand,  “are  a  walking  trouble  magnet.  I  swear,  you  can’t  go  five  minutes 

without  something  happening.”  There  was  no  dearth  of  satisfaction  in  her 

voice.

“Then it’s a good thing I’m me, isn’t it?” Diana popped the man into the air 

to give herself a moment to unclick her seat belt, and then caught him neatly 

amid a new spate of  curses.  “You kiss your  mother  with that  mouth?” she 

asked him. Then she tossed him so he rose even farther than before. His stream 

of curses turned into shrieks as his altitude increased.

Diana didn’t bother with her door, but instead leaped out of the car and then 

pirouetted on the pavement.  The yellow dress whipped around her before a 

blinding spark of magic erupted from her solar plexus. When Diana emerged 

from  the  spin,  she  stood  wearing  her  complete  Wonder  Woman  outfit:  a 

modest  red bustier over star-spangled blue short-shorts, with black bracelets 

and red and white-striped boots. Her magic lasso glowed at her belt. A gold 

metal “W” symbol splayed itself across her breasts, the sun glinting from it as 

it did her tiara and bracelets.

Deftly Diana caught her screaming prize before he could hit the ground and 

stood him upright on the pavement. Donna fumbled behind the seats for her 

shopping bags. She dumped the contents of one, used the bag to protect the gun 

from fingerprints, and then tucked the bag into a now-empty shoebox.

Diana unhooked her lasso and quickly twined it around the dizzy man. Then 

she accepted the evidence box from Donna.

“I’ve got to finish this leg of my test-drive,” Donna told her. “Jupiter Labs 

is expecting city driving telemetry this afternoon.”

As the lasso’s glow began to infuse the would-be carjacker, the man began 

to gibber and tremble.

“So go,” Diana told her sister. “I’ll catch up to you. Seriously, I want to 

drive. You do city; I’ll do country.”

“No.”

“Yes.”
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“No.”

“Yes.”

Donna repeated, “No. I gave my solemn oath to Loren Jupiter himself,” and 

made  an  X  with  her  forearms  across  her  chest,  her  own  black  Amazon 

bracelets  peeking  from  under  gauzy  sleeves.  “‘Let  me  try  out  that  new 

experimental car,’ I told him. ‘I’ll take good care of it, but I’ll put it through its 

paces, too.’ And he said all right, but– quote– ‘Don’t let that sister of yours 

anywhere near it.’”

“And there I was in the passenger seat.” Diana tsked, trying not to laugh.

“That’s as close to this steering wheel as you get, Di. Everyone knows that 

trouble follows you closer than Echo’s echo. I let you slide over and within 

sixty seconds– I’ll  bet  you– sixty seconds,  this  car  is  kindling.  Radioactive 

mole men, dinosaurs with jetpacks, a tidal wave, whatever.”

“I am not that bad.” The end of her lasso secured in one fist, Diana crossed 

her arms over her chest and jutted her chin.

“Yes, you are. And you’ll leave me to be the one who has to tell Loren that 

Wonder Woman is a coward when it comes to admitting she’s not infallible. 

He’ll be dejected. Really, he will. Why, I think he has a crush on you.”

Diana made a rude noise but then said, “Loren Jupiter?”

“Number seven on Forbes’ list of the world’s richest CEOs. That one.”

Diana gauged her sister’s honesty and then frowned at her. “Jupiter’s almost 

as busy as I am. He doesn’t have time for relationships.”

Donna  sighed.  “No  one  is  as  busy  as  you.  Di,  let  me  repeat:  Take  a 

vacation. Get a hobby. Dial it down a notch. We’ve got the Justice League plus 

a  Justice  Society that’s  bursting  at  the  seams  with  capes.  The  Titans  keep 

popping up in any number of variants. There’s the Doom Patrol, the Global 

Guardians,  dozens  of  secret  do-good super-teams…  Capes  everywhere  you 

look. If  the world needs saving today,  we can possibly get it  done without 

relying solely on you.”

Diana shrugged. “You might not get it done as quickly. Or as neatly.”

“Oh, what a Wonder ego!”

Diana grinned at her before Donna broke into laughter.



“Ah! Ah!” Their assailant interrupted them as he clutched himself as best he 

could within the lasso. Its golden glow was dazzling even in the noonday glare.

“Tingles, doesn’t it?” Diana returned her attention to him. He nodded in 

spasms. “Good. Let it work on you. See your truth.”

She  checked  her  surroundings  and  recalled  the  nearest  police  station. 

Though Donna was visiting from Miami,  Washington and its  suburbs  were 

Diana’s  beat.  She  turned  back  to  their  would-be  assailant.  “What’s  your 

name?”

“Chaz.  Uh,  Charles  Lawrence  Rider.”  He  blinked  as  if  he  hadn’t  been 

prepared for his mouth to furnish the full name.

“I’m Diana. Now, Chaz, do you know right from wrong?” She kept her 

voice even, unaccusing. Patient.

“Uh… Sure. Yeah, I do.”

“Good. Now, was what you just tried to do right or wrong?”

“I was just–” His mouth twisted to the left. “You were just–” It twisted to 

the right.  “It  was wrong. It  was a crime.  It  was immoral.  Hey,  this  thing’s 

forcing me to tell the truth!”

From her seat Donna theatrically waved her arms in the air. “What,  you 

never heard of the Magic Lasso?”

“Oh yeah. Lasso. Magic.”

“He’s quick,” Donna drawled at Diana.

“Theory  and  experience  are  quite  different  things.”  Diana  rebuked  her 

sarcasm with the slightest nose wrinkle, though she kept her attention on her 

prisoner.

“Right. Carjacking in a traffic jam. You have too much faith in people, Di.”

The man blinked rapidly as the lasso held him. “Oh f–, I was wrong. With 

the gun and everything. That made it worse. But I wanted the car. It’s sweet.”

“It is a great car, isn’t it?” Donna asked him smugly. “Not another one like 

it.”

“Is it magic?”

“State of the art human technology.”

He nodded at it. “Shiny,  too. Did I say that? I really like red cars.  And 

convertibles. You can’t blame a man for trying.”
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Diana  couldn’t  hold  in  a  grunted  “Hmm.”  It  was  the  compromise  her 

mother had trained her to say instead of something rude or worse. The Heir had 

to watch her speech in public.

Diana took hold of a loop of the lasso as if it were a grip and the man a 

suitcase.  “Yes,  we  can  blame  him.”  She  paused  and  considered  his  state. 

“You’re not afraid of heights?”

“Hell,  no! Well  not much.” The would-be carjacker looked around as if 

seeing the world in a new light. He regarded the driver of the car. “You’re the 

sister, right? Troy. Lady Troy.”

“That’s me.” This time Donna’s sigh was almost unnoticeable.

“You got a lasso, too,” Chaz told Donna, though she didn’t have it out.

“Doesn’t work the same,” she easily replied.

“I didn’t know that.”

Diana double-checked the lasso strapping and said, “Donna, this’ll take–” 

She considered a moment, then shrugged and tapped the ruby star in her tiara, 

the Amazon equivalent of a thumb-and-pinky “call me.”

Donna nodded as Diana and the perp rose a few feet into the air.

“Whooaah!”  Chaz  yelled.  Imprisoned  as  he  was,  he  couldn’t  clutch 

anything of substance, though below the final loop of the lasso his fingers tried 

their best. They settled on the loose folds of his shorts and clamped hard.

“I’ve been through this all too often,” Donna told Diana while she hovered. 

“I’d hoped we could have a nice drive and chat.” She brightened. “On the other 

hand, I don’t have to worry about giving you any more bad habits, do I?”

“I don’t have any bad habits.”

Donna gave a raucous, disbelieving guffaw as she flipped two levers on the 

dash. The car toppled over onto its side– almost. It balanced on angled right-

side  wheels  that  straightened and cranked the  car  higher.  The driver’s  seat 

swiveled to an upright position so Donna sat high above it all.

“Sweet! Let’s see what Baby can really do.”

With a squeal, the car took off through the traffic, maneuvering on those 

two wheels between cars down the white-dotted lane lines. As Diana and her 

prisoner rose high in the air, they watched it make quick ninety-degree turns 

three times, only to disappear behind buildings even they couldn’t see over.



Diana stuck out  her  lower  lip  as  she and  her  prisoner  flitted off  in  the 

opposite direction at an easier pace. “Donna gets to have all the fun. I always 

have to work. That’s no fair, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yeep,” was the only reply from her cowering passenger.
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y brother, he wanted to be a cop,” Chaz confided to Diana 

as they landed lightly on the sidewalk outside a red brick 

building. “Then he grew up and wanted to be a cop killer. 

That’s wrong, isn’t it? Yeah. Wrong all the way through, and that’s the god’s 

truth.”

“M
The structure might have been an ordinary business, with paint peeling from 

a garage to the side and a clump of unpruned landscaping that was wilting in 

the late summer heat next to the entry. Instead it was the local district’s police 

headquarters. Diana used the excuse of a long wooden access ramp to talk with 

Chaz further.

“And what did you want to be?” she wondered.

He walked beside her  willingly.  “A fireman.  With the  big coat  and the 

helmet and the truck. I’d look good in a uniform. And I’m strong. You have to 

be real strong to fight fires.”

“I have friends who are firefighters,” Diana told him. “When you get out, I 

can introduce you to some. Do you think your friends in the GDs would be 

interested?”

Chaz frowned in thought as Diana tucked the gun box under her arm and 

opened the door for him. “Maybe. The gang needs something good to do. My 

mama would say ‘constructive.’ Maybe not firefighters for them, though.”

“But something that’s very manly?” Diana asked with a slight smile.



“Yeah, manly. We’d kick ass… I mean, butt, as a baseball team. You can’t 

get  more  manly than baseball.  We’re  all  into  that  shit.  Oh,  hell,  heck,”  he 

realized as  his  surroundings began to  register.  “I  shoulda got  that  door  for 

you.”

“That’s all right. Tell you what,” Diana said as she closed it behind them. 

“If you can organize your gang into a baseball team– which they can do after 

hours, after they get respectable jobs–”

“Yeah, respectable. That’s the ticket.”

“Then I’ll come out and watch a game or two. I like baseball too, especially 

if there are nachos involved.”

“You do?” Chaz blinked. “That’d be cool. I want to be…”

Diana waited a long moment for him to find his word, but then suggested, 

“Honorable?”

“I like that. ‘Honorable.’ ‘Constructive.’” Chaz looked around and calmly 

took in the entry to the police department. One officer sat behind a bulletproof 

wall of glass. Another looked up from talking with a handcuffed man. Diana 

began to loosen the lasso around him, but Chaz grabbed the final loop. “Say,” 

he said, “as long as we’re on this truth gig, what’s the truth about God?”

Diana allowed it, a thoughtful expression on her face. “Which one?”

“God-god. I always thought He was so, well, judgmental. But now…”

Diana patted him on the shoulder. “This is Phase 4 of the lasso’s effects. 

You’re going existential on me.”

“Ecks– uh–”

“You’re thinking about life’s mysteries.”

“Okay, but who is God?” he asked again. “What is He? Which religion?” 

He pulled at the lasso. “Why doesn’t it tell me?”

“Because it makes you see your own truths. They might not be the truths 

others see. Or they could be partial truths, part of a larger one.”

“Oh.” He considered the glowing rope and then looked up at her. “What’s 

your truth about God?”

Diana set down the box, detached the lasso from his fingers, wound it, and 

then fastened it to the side of her belt as she gave him an appraising glance. 
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“You’re a deep man, Chaz. I’ve been brought up to worship many gods. I’ve 

even met a few of them.”

“Dayumn.”

She laughed. “Absolutely. But above even them is Gaea, the Great Mother. 

She is the source of love and joy, of hope and peace and life. We Amazons try 

to live by Gaea’s Way.”

“God is love. I get it, yeah.” He splayed his hands across his chest. “That’s 

what I feel in here.”

“A wonderful way to put it. Just remember that all this is your personal 

truth, and the truth of the present. It may not be someone else’s truth. It may 

not be what you believe a year or even a week from now. But it’s a fine truth.”

Three officers had gathered in the waiting room while the one behind the 

glass motioned to his right for more to come forward. Diana waved them back. 

She indicated for Chaz to take a seat on a wooden bench that sat along the side 

of the room. “You are not to approach him for ten minutes,” she ordered the 

officers. “He’s still under the influence of my lasso.”

“Yes, ma’am,” one of the officers dutifully replied, eying Chaz before he 

returned his awed gaze to Diana.

She turned back to her prisoner. “Remember, you have the right to remain 

silent. Don’t talk to them until  you feel your head is completely clear. You 

might misspeak.”

Chaz eyed them. “I hate cop uniforms,” he said. With a quick glance at 

Diana, he added, “Except yours. That’s hot.”

“Thank you. We really didn’t design it to be hot. It was supposed to give 

freedom of movement.” Also to make her appear non-threatening, though she 

didn’t say that aloud.

He shrugged. “Couldn’t help it, I guess. You’re one hot lady. You’d look 

good in anything. My gang– We need sharp uniforms. Not ties. I hate ties.”

“Maybe those baseball uniforms? I never saw a baseball player wear a tie 

on the field.”

“Yeah. Yeah, maybe.”

Diana cleared a newspaper whose headline blared dire stock market news 

from the bench, and sat next to him. “I need to know something.”



“Yeah?”

“Do you really understand that what you did was wrong?”

Chaz swallowed. Finally in a low voice he said, “Yes. And I done other 

things. I’ve been… really bad. Evil.”

Her  lips  curved.  “You  may  have  done  evil  things,  Chaz,  but  are  you 

yourself truly evil? Think about it.”

“Yes.” He blinked hard but couldn’t disguise tears forming.

“Tell me the truth.” The lasso sat on her hip and not around his shoulders.

He thought. A light dawned in his eyes. Slowly he raised one hand to cover 

his heart. “Deep inside– at my core,” he whispered, “I am me. And I am not… 

not evil.”

The left side of her mouth quirked, holding back a knowing smile. “Perhaps 

even good? Perhaps a man of honor?”

“Yes. Yes!” He looked up now, meeting her gaze straight on. Astonished. 

Hopeful. “I am!”

“Then you can change your life to reflect that,” she told him gently. “At 

first this will require much strength of will.  It will get easier as you realize 

more fully who you are, but will  always  be a learning experience. Are you 

strong enough for it?”

After a moment of doubt, Chaz said, “Yes. I think so,” but he added, “I 

might need help, now and then.”

Diana hugged him enthusiastically. He caught his breath and then returned 

it with a laugh.

“I was so hoping to hear that,” Diana told him as they broke apart. “I felt 

the good in you. I know you can change. I want you to take the next few days 

and think about what it is you truly want for your life. In a perfect world, what 

would you be doing a year from now that would delight you? Or in five or ten 

years?”

“Perfect world?” Chaz frowned as he considered.

“Yes. Think about it and then think about people you’ve seen or heard of 

who have achieved what you want to do. We might find someone to mentor 

you. You have a future outside of jail and the GDs.”
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As she  stood up  Diana  reached inside  her  belt  to  retrieve  a  handful  of 

business cards. Sorting through them, she decided on two. “I recommend this 

lawyer.  The other is someone who can get you  counseling. If you have the 

courage to go, I think you’ll like it. And he’ll have more suggestions of people 

who will be happy to help you as well.” She handed the cards to him.

“Yes’m.”

“If you need help, you call me. Send a message to the Amazon Embassy in 

the District. Tell them it’s for Diana.”

“‘Diana.’ I can call you that?”

“That’s my name.”

She crouched down to be at  his seated level  and gazed directly into his 

brown eyes. “Starting now you walk the path of honor. I believe in you, my 

brother  Chaz.  I  hope  you’ll  begin  to  believe  in  yourself  as  well.  I’ll  be 

checking back in a week or two to see how you’re doing.” She clasped his 

hands in hers before making her way to the booking window.

Forty-five minutes later, Diana was chafing to be stalled at the station. It 

was all she could do to maintain the patiently professional, royal expression 

she’d been taught from childhood for such situations. Far be it for her to stifle 

these people’s thrill at seeing a famous person. Even so, she still rubbed her 

fingers together to rid herself of restive energy.

She chatted with the police officers, looked aloof at the other prisoners to 

put some righteous fear into them, and posed for pictures. Everyone always 

had cell phones pointed at her. Tomorrow there’d be a fresh crop of “Wonder 

Woman and Me” videos on YouTube.

Booking ordinary criminals was dreary work. It kept her from her primary 

business.

She was here to help the world mature. That was the entire purpose of why 

she’d been chosen to be Wonder Woman. Along the way she ministered to that 

world, applied the occasional bandage, delivered a lecture or two, broke up 

fights, and all too often learned a hard lesson herself. The media had made her 

into what they called an Icon, a Symbol, with a capital first letter and a very 



high, often dizzying pedestal to stand upon. It was an unfortunate part of the 

job.

She smiled and shook this officer’s hand as another took their picture. “It’s 

so great you’ve settled in the District,” he said. “I bet you don’t remember it, 

but when Giganta blew through here last winter, you saved my mother’s life. 

She was right in the path of a bus flying down the road, and you swooped 

down and got her to safety. It’s still all she talks about.”

“It was my honor to help,” Diana told him. “Most people aren’t trained to 

respond to emergencies like you and I are.”

“My ma’s the heart of our family,”  he declared. “Thanks for saving her. 

Anything you–”

“Diana! There you are!”

She tried to place the male voice even as she turned to it. Then she saw him: 

a tall young white man with a medium build, wearing a short-sleeved shirt and 

chinos. A cloth jacket was tucked under his arm. Marvelously lush auburn hair 

topped off a face stubbled with dark beard. He had a friendly nose, mobile 

mouth, and sharp, assessing brown eyes that crinkled at her.

“Micah! Hola!” Diana whooped. Without thought, she ran to him and took 

him into a  tight  hug.  Though tall,  he  was three  inches  shorter  than she,  a 

comfortable fit in her arms. She released him but then had to hug just once 

more. It had been so long.

“What are you doing so far from Boston, darling?” she demanded as he 

stumbled back, a sheepish grin on his face.

He grabbed for his jacket as it started to fall. “I thought we weren’t allowed 

to do that,” he accused her. To the rest of the room, he announced, “She calls 

everyone ‘darling.’”

“I can hug you. We’re not coworkers anymore.” She beamed as the pleasure 

of  his  company once again lifted her  heart.  Micah!  So  much  fun  to  tease. 

“Have you run our company into the ground yet?”

“If you recall, you gave up your interest in it when you moved. And I’m 

doing fine, thank you very much.”

“You aren’t conducting business in that awful bar again, are you? People 

aren’t still beating you up twice a week?”
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Ruefully he said, “They’re just jealous of my fine Irish chin.” He rubbed 

that area as it jutted defiantly at the world. The slightest shadow of a healing 

bruise lay under the stubble. “I tell you, the investigations business is good.” 

He glanced around the station. “Buy you a beer, Spangles? Talk about, uh, old 

times?”

Diana kept her smile in place but lowered her voice. “Something you can’t 

talk about in a police station?”

“I  don’t  know  where  safe is  anymore.  I’m  hoping  Washington  is  far 

enough, but you never know.”

Diana  nodded.  “The  embassy.”  At  his  blank  look,  she  added,  “The 

Themiscyran embassy.”

Micah  discovered  that  the  Amazon  embassy  was  a  modest  gray-stoned 

Victorian. An iron-railed staircase with side ramp allowed entry from Q Street, 

while a widow’s walk peeked from above the roof eaves. The tiny front lawn 

was  framed  by  a  bow  and  hairpin  fence,  and  a  small  sign  hanging  on  it 

informed visitors where they were. It was just one of many minor embassies 

clustered shoulder-to-shoulder along these blocks.

At the foot of a pole bearing the triangular flag of Paradise Island, he and 

Diana faced a tall woman dressed in shiny new but ancient-styled armor. Like 

Diana,  she  wore heavy bracelets  on each arm,  so  polished that  their  black 

surface flashed silver whenever the sun caught them. Instead of the sword one 

would expect from the warrior ambiance, she carried a holstered long-barreled 

gun on her right side and a sheathed dagger on her left.

Next  to  her  station  a  stone  pedestal  displayed  a  diorama.  When  Micah 

perused it, he realized that it was actually an aerial view of the neighborhood: 

streaming Google Earth but with overlaid schematics, and all in 3D. The spot 

around the corner where he’d parked his car now had an X over it, and another 

X appeared upon the  head of  a  pedestrian walking a  half-block away.  He, 

Diana, and the guard appeared in the scene in miniature form.

Rather than standing at ceremonial attention, the brown-skinned Amazon 

guard blocked Micah’s way. He scowled at her and began to step around but 



froze when he noticed the tip of her dagger hovering in front of his Adam’s 

apple.

“Slow day, is it?” Diana asked the Amazon, who scrutinized Micah. Diana 

set her knuckles on her hips as the guard walked around him to give him a 

once-over, the dagger never leaving its blood-close proximity.

“He has a gun,” the guard reported.

“It’s legal,” Micah told her through clenched teeth. What made his situation 

even more  confounding was that  behind the  archaic  helmet,  the  guard was 

gorgeous.  A short,  wide nose and generous mouth below were accented by 

sharp eyes that held the tiniest hint of a sparkle. Was she amused by him?

Her armor hinted at a very satisfying figure underneath. Beautiful women 

shouldn’t  be  dangerous.  Her  limbs  were  hard-muscled but  well-shaped,  the 

same as Diana’s. He didn’t need to touch the dagger to know that it would be 

razor-edged.

He tried not to gulp. “Do we have the strip search out here?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Diana said. “Eudia, I vouch for him. Enough.”

“Very good.” The Amazon nodded at Diana and then stepped back to let 

them pass. Micah glanced behind himself to see that she returned to keeping a 

sharp eye on the neighborhood.

Within  the  building’s  outer  doors  lay  a  vestibule  and  another  armored 

Amazon,  this  one  with a  short  sword,  which she held  ready as  they came 

through the entry. Diana greeted her and two more Amazons– these dressed in 

colorful  short  tunics–  who  sat  behind  a  tiered  table  that  blocked  further 

entrance. It flanked a stone archway, looking like some ancient TSA scanning 

booth.

“I bring a guest,” Diana told the sword-bearer, and gave a nod to include the 

seated ones.

Keeping Micah under a perusal that could have peeled the paint off a car, 

the armed Amazon sheathed her sword. She was the tallest Asian Micah had 

ever seen, except for Yao Ming. Asian-Amazon, he corrected himself. Or just 

Amazon. According to Diana’s stories they came in all ethnic types, though all 

were pure Amazon. Micah could see that they were all stunning in their own 

way. Imagine an entire nation peopled only with spectacular women…
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The two babes at the table relaxed and even gave him welcoming smiles. 

Micah couldn’t seem to bring them entirely into focus. Was there some kind of 

glass between him and them? “Business or personal?” the one asked.

“A little of both,” Diana decided. “This is Micah Rains of Boston. Micah, 

this  is  Tia,”  she  nodded  toward  the  armored  Amazon,  “and  Agrippe  and 

Janestra.”

Agrippe,  a  burly  redhead  wearing  gaudy  jewelry,  duly  recorded  the 

information on her computer.  Micah attended to the clipboard that Janestra, 

who looked to be of Indian heritage, handed him. It came into focus as she fed 

it to him, and then unfocused when he handed it back. She then read what he 

wrote and regarded Micah. “A private investigator?”

“Licensed in the state of Massachusetts.”

Diana checked the sign-in sheet and added a note. The redhead walked to 

the archway and removed a handful of dried herbs that lay on the floor within 

it. “Shakka-doe yist.” She stepped back and announced, “Wards open.”

 Micah and Diana stepped through. To Micah the air within the archway 

pressed against him and then splashed, as if he walked through a giant soap 

bubble. As quickly as that bubble bursting, the sensation disappeared and they 

stood in a wide,  formal  lobby.  Behind them the woman replaced the herbs 

using another phrase. Now it was Tia with the short sword who was out of 

focus.

A sign along one of the lobby’s white walls said, “No smoking.” The order 

was followed by short line of writing that looked Greek and some decoratively 

mounted swords that seemed to promise punishment for those who struck a 

match.

A wall directory listed various offices and the people who worked in them. 

Micah  noticed  that  only  half  had  one-word  Amazon-sounding  names.  An 

elegant coat rack stood along a near wall, and Diana snagged a star-spangled 

shawl from it. With it wrapped around her shoulders, she gave a nod to Micah. 

They started off toward the left of the building.

“You know, Princess Spangles,” Micah noted with a mischievous glint in 

his eyes, “most people take off something when they enter a building.” Despite 

the heat outside, he had put on his own summer-weight jacket and flipped up 



the  collar.  This  was  common  sense.  He  was  next  to  Wonder  Woman,  and 

trouble always seemed to gather around her. He needed his hands free, ready 

for defensive maneuvers.

“My uniform is minimal enough,” Diana told him. “And I find, especially 

when conversing with a human male, that it’s best to keep their attention from 

straying.”

“I’ve told you before: a man can’t help it.”

“So  I’ve  learned.  The  shawl  also  helps  me  feel  more  like  Diana  than 

Wonder Woman. Besides, there’s a cool breeze today. This way.”

There  certainly  was  a  soft  breeze  roaming  the  building,  which  smelled 

freshly of spring instead of the city’s muggy late summer. It came not only 

from windows facing the front, but side windows. Micah did a double take. 

The embassy was a row house, tucked to the Markovian embassy on its left and 

the one for Syraq on the right. There couldn’t be windows, much less ones that 

found a breeze.

But there were.

In fact, the place was a lot larger side to side than it was on the outside. It 

threw out its architectural arms and sprawled with square footage.

Past the businesslike entry, marble and limestone of varying shades of tan 

served as a background to a style that was no longer Victorian but rather neo-

Classical. Or perhaps this could be called truly Classical, as that was something 

the ancient Amazons had never given up.

“The final touches on the embassy were completed two weeks ago,” Diana 

told him. “As of last week, we’re fully staffed.”

“Ready to change the world?”

“You bet.”

Columns favored Doric’s simple lines, but underneath the capitals the decor 

ran to color and artistry, flowers and pebbled mosaics and general earthiness. 

Tapestries brightened some walls with an almost Art Nouveau design, while 

murals had been painted on others that showed stylized women celebrating in 

festivals  or  athletic play.  Over each doorway be-ribboned bunches  of  dried 

vegetation had been tucked between the ornamentation. “For good luck and 

clear chi,” Diana explained.
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“Chi? Like in martial arts?”

“Like  in  the  universal  lifeforce,  yes,”  Diana  replied.  “In  buildings  and 

people alike, we want it healthy and free to circulate.”

Micah  wandered  around  a  stone  sculpture  at  the  base  of  a  non-Greek 

rotunda. He should follow Diana, but needed a moment to take it in. The art 

wasn’t figurative but its sweeping lines gave him the feeling of several human 

bodies in glorious, joyful movement. It made him smile. He resisted flapping 

his arms to join in with it.

On  the  far  side  of  one  great  room they  passed,  windows  overlooked  a 

landscape that contained palm trees. A far-off highland of tall, green hills was 

uninterrupted by buildings.

Footsteps approached from the right. He’d heard of this new lady; he should 

have been prepared. Still  he couldn’t squelch his start  of amazement.  When 

with Diana, expect the unexpected.



C H A P T E R

3

“A visitor, Diana dear? A friend of yours?” the woman asked.

She  was  even  taller  than  Diana  and  wore  those  thick  metal  Amazon 

bracelets on both arms. But what raised the hairs on the back of Micah’s neck 

was that almost half her body was that of a bear. More or less, it was the west-

northwest half that was furry. Yet the other half was almost normal, a brunette 

with short, kinky hair and golden skin tones.

Both brown eyes were human, but she had a snout from which long ursine 

teeth protruded. A wide, humanish nose spread along its top ridge. Her chin 

was deeply scarred, as were more areas near the bearish parts of her that made 

up her face and shoulder, right forearm under her bracelet, and perhaps more.

The bear part  was slimmer  than a bear;  the human slightly bulkier  than 

would be considered healthy. It evened out around her, forming an impressive 

mass. Her knee-length dress bunched over some protruding disfigurement of 

her right hip.

“Micah, this is Ambassador Tekla,” Diana said. She gave him the slightest 

smile which he took as her pleasure that he hadn’t made a comment about the 

ambassador’s looks. “Ambassador, this is Micah Rains, my former business 

partner. It was during the latter part of my time in Boston.”

Micah bowed his head. “Your, uh…”

“Excellency or Madam Ambassador,” Diana prompted.

“Excellency.”
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Tekla nodded her head to acknowledge the bow and gave him a curious 

look.  “So  lovely  to  meet  you.  Business,  Diana?  Was  this  part  of  that 

TacoWhiz–”

“It was after that,” Diana hastened to explain. “I formed a partnership with 

Micah.  He’s  a private investigator.  We ran down cases that  others couldn’t 

handle. Most of them were mine. At the time there was a mob war, made worse 

with supervillains.”

“We made quite a name for ourselves,” Micah preened. He was talking to a 

bear-lady. Okay then. “That is, until–”

“Until Artemis died,” Diana said quietly. “After that I felt a need to escape. 

I ran away. It was… cowardly of me.”

“It was understandable, child.” Gently Tekla ran a human knuckle down 

Diana’s cheek. Her voice held a distinct rasp to it, though it was remarkably 

clear despite having to articulate the bear mouth. “Mr. Rains, it’s a shame you 

aren’t from TacoWhiz. I enjoy their double burritos.” She licked her lips, and 

her long bear-tongue lolled, producing a horrific vision of ursine hunger. “I do 

love the grease. Our chef refuses to prepare unhealthy food.”

“We’ll go out later and get some take-out.” Diana offered. “Micah and the 

investigation business remained in Boston.”

“Diana’s always  welcome to come back,” Micah said. “But right now, I 

need her advice on a case.”

“The embassy is yours for additional assistance,” Tekla told him. “Will you 

be staying, dear?”

“Yes,”  Diana  volunteered  before  Micah  could  protest.  “I  thought  the 

lavender room..?”

“Granted.  Enjoy  your  stay,  Mr.  Rains,  and  Athena  guide  your 

investigation.” With a nod, Tekla left them to go to the front rooms.

With her gone, Micah relaxed. “Man, should I ask?”

“You may actually ask her. She knows you’re curious. About a year ago she 

was grievously wounded in an invasion of Paradise Island. The gods sent a 

bear to us.  Tekla has always  had an affinity for  bears.  When our medicine 

failed  her,  we  discovered  the  bear,  which  was  also  dying.  Together  they 

managed to stay alive.”



“So she’s a bear-woman? Like a Sphinx, only woman and bear?”

“No.” Diana continued along the wandering path she’d begun through the 

mansion, and Micah kept up. “The bear sustains Tekla as she recovers. She 

already has regained humanity of part of her right arm and hand. In time she 

will have her old body back complete and well.”

“And the bear?”

“We give great thanks to the bear for its sacrifice. May it find excellent 

hunting in the afterlife.”

“Oh man. You Amazons.” He glanced around at the room they’d entered 

and gave an awed whistle. “Whoa. You Amazons.”

“Cozy, isn’t it? This is my office.”

Diana gestured at  him to sit,  giving a  little  wriggle  of  pride that  others 

might not have caught. The room they were in was not small. Facing the door 

was  a  large  glass  desk  with  accompanying  computer  screens,  chairs  and 

bookcases.  Impressive  trophies  gleamed  amid  the  books.  Framed  medals 

decorated a wall. One piece of furniture was crisscrossed like a floor-to-ceiling 

wine rack, but it held dozens of scrolls.

Beside a vase of fresh flowers on Diana’s desk sat two photographs, one of 

a woman who resembled her in smile, eyes and hair color, but who wore an 

ornate crown: her mother, Queen Hippolyta. The other he recognized as Lady 

Troy, Diana’s sister and former Wonder Girl, dressed in civvies.

Micah took a seat next to a coffee table and other chairs, arranged in front 

of an unlit fireplace. A rectangular floor mirror leaned against the wall next to 

it and took up a good bit of space due to its generous size. Off in a dark corner 

was a recessed, curtained spot Micah couldn’t see into. French doors looked 

out onto a stone patio and that mountainous, tropical landscape. A sliver of 

ocean showed beyond one vale.

“My staff are in the next offices over.” Diana gestured at the wall behind 

her desk. Micah supposed those would be the three doors in this section they’d 

passed in the outer hall.

“You sure we’re okay in here? No one’s listening?” he asked.

“We  employ  mystic  protections  as  well  as  technological  ones,”  Diana 

assured him.
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“Strong?” He didn’t trust soap bubbles, weeds and ribbons for security.

“Along with our own limited magicks, we were able to secure the help of 

both Dr. Fate and Zatanna.” Diana sat across from him in a matching, high-

backed club chair, the coffee table separating them.

“Ah. That’s sounds strong enough. I hope.” Micah looked around the room 

as if searching for obvious electronic bugs, but then decided to speak. “It’s the 

White Magician. He’s back.”

Diana’s breath stopped.

Two years ago.

Instead of the smirking, older foe Diana had confronted many times before, 

he stood before her, transformed.

Into a demon.

Five  times  his  normal  size,  his  skin  sulfuric  yellow,  he  was  grotesque. 

Curved horns wreathed his head. His teeth were daggers; his fingers, claws. He 

glowed with unholy magicks, reeked of Hades’ foulest vapors.

And she? A demonic Cheetah and others battled her, keeping Diana off-

balance from the real fight. But Artemis had given her time to rally.  It was 

copper-headed Artemis, wearing her own Wonder Woman uniform as well as 

the Gauntlet of Atlas, who had loosed arrows at the demon-Magician to distract 

him from Diana.

The Magician had then turned those arrows back upon Artemis, impaling 

her. The Gauntlet could not save her. It did not impart invulnerability; it merely 

increased  her  strength  by  the  power  of  ten.  Diana  could  only  catch  quick 

glimpses as the demon slashed again and again at Artemis, ripping her flesh 

from her.

And still the woman battled.

Circe  appeared,  the  same sorceress  who’d  accomplished having Artemis 

take Diana’s place as Champion. Neither Amazon knew this, but then Circe’s 

mind wasn’t entirely her own at the time either. Still Circe managed to magick 

the lesser demons and Cheetah away so Diana could see to the defeat of the 

demon-Magician– and save Artemis.



The demon’s eyes had glowed like magma as he screamed his superiority. 

He  flaunted  Artemis’  dying  body  at  Diana.  This  was  payment  for  the 

humiliation Diana had given him over the past year. Next to die would be her.

But Artemis wasn’t dead yet. With her last breaths she had begged Diana to 

remove her Gauntlet– the only thing keeping her alive– and use it herself so 

Diana could defeat the Magician.

Artemis had died in Diana’s arms, her final words calling her “sister” and 

urging her to victory.

The Gauntlet revived Diana. She stormed upon the unholy demon like she’d 

never struck an opponent before. He’d done too much, hurt too many. Misled 

thousands in order to gain devoted followers. Killed scores of both allies and 

enemies. Now he had killed Artemis.

He needed to die.

With single-minded fury she pummeled the demon. Hit him. Punched him, 

beat him with every ounce of power and skill she possessed. Her world had 

narrowed on this: hammer him until he fell, then keep hitting him until he was 

dead.

The  hellish cavern of  torture  and death  that  sat  beneath  the  Magician’s 

home suddenly burst white with light.  The Magician’s protective spells had 

burned out. Now they turned on him. Emerging from her fighting daze, Diana 

stood back and watched the light devour him into dust.

It was a relief that she had not had to kill him. He had brought his own 

doom upon himself.  There was blood on Diana’s hands, but  it  was not  the 

blood of murder.

She turned to see to Artemis. No amount of Amazon medical techniques 

could do her any good now.

Her body had seemed heavy in Diana’s arms, but it was Diana’s guilt that 

weighed at her. She’d been jealous of how Artemis had won a new Amazon 

Contest.  Diana had insisted on returning to the Outer  World with this  new 

Wonder Woman, a stranger to her,  ostensibly to mentor her but actually to 

keep Diana’s place in that world alive. Eventually she’d broken through that 

jealousy and begun truly to advise Artemis. To try to protect her in a world that 

was so alien to her.
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To make it worse, Diana had seen greatness spark in Artemis underneath 

her  bravado.  Here  was  someone  whom  Diana  could  call  a  close  sister  if 

Artemis would let her. The young woman had a lot of maturing to do, but she 

held… such promise.

But not when Diana held her in her arms, dead.

“You okay?” Micah asked. He was examining her face. She must be pale.

Diana  drew  in  a  hard  breath  to  regain  her  composure.  Then  her  gaze 

sharpened on him. “He’s dead,” she said in a flat voice. “I saw him die.” She 

stilled for a long moment. “But I know that people sometimes come back. I 

have.”  So  had  Artemis,  eventually.  Thank  all  the  gods  for  making  up  for 

Diana’s unforgivable ineptitude.

When Micah would have said something, she motioned for quiet, pondering 

possibilities. Finally she said, “You are sure. You wouldn’t be here unless you 

were.”

But instead he gave her  a grimace.  “How can I  be sure about  someone 

returning from the grave? He was such a powerful sorcerer. And then at the 

end you said he became an actual demon. He might have had a failsafe to bring 

himself  back.”  Micah scratched his whiskered cheek as he shook his  head. 

“Even if he’d never died I couldn’t say this was him for sure. He was a tricky 

bastard.”

“The Magician had us all fooled for so long,” Diana mused.

Thomas  Asquith  Randolph,  aka  The  White  Magician  during  his  final 

decades, had been a well-known if minor hero. He preferred dark magic and its 

power, but had kept that secret for a long time– generations, possibly.  He’d 

claimed to be a close relative of Thomas Jefferson and to have conferred with 

him often over the birth of the American nation. In recent years his anti-aging 

spells  had  grown  weak.  He’d  had  to  reach  farther  into  the  darker  arts  to 

compensate.

Finally  he’d  become  a  demon,  and  murderer  of  the  woman  who  was 

Diana’s responsibility.



Micah didn’t like the pall over Diana’s face. She touched the star-shaped 

ruby  in  her  tiara.  “Donna,  I  know you’re  on  vacation,  but  you  might  be 

interested in this.” She appeared to listen to something and then screwed her 

lips into a moue. “She said I’m a walking trouble target,” she whispered to 

Micah, as if Donna could hear their conversation. “I don’t know where she gets 

that idea.”

“Right. Let me show you what I’ve got,” Micah told her. He fished into his 

jacket  pockets  and  brought  out  three  small  notebooks,  each  crammed  with 

hand-written notes. A few photographs were tucked into the pages.

Diana leaned forward in her chair over the coffee table to see better.

“I  first  noticed about  a month ago that  the Randolph mansion had been 

sold.” Micah pushed the small newspaper clipping toward her. Diana read it 

quickly.

“Randolph loved that place. I destroyed it once, while under someone else’s 

spell. In a matter of days after the battle he reconstructed his home down to the 

last nail, the last book in his library. The last torture chamber in his basement.”

“One of the perks of being a powerful sorcerer,” Micah decided. “Bet he 

didn’t  have to  pay a  deductible  with  it  either.  Does  World  Byte  have any 

connections to him that you know of? It’s a company. They’re the ones who 

bought the place.”

“World  Bite.  Sounds  like  vampires,  doesn’t  it?  Randolph  liked  his 

demons.”

Micah gave her a weak smile. “It’s computers. B-y-t-e.”

“He had industrial R&D companies as fronts. I’ll ask my contacts if they 

have any information. Otherwise?”

“I  haven’t  found  any  direct  Randolph  connection  yet,”  Micah  said.  A 

photograph fell from between his notebooks.

It was a publicity shot of the White Magician. He smiled confidently at the 

camera, swirling his long white cape in a theatrical manner. It was attached to a 

dramatically high collar, and lined with vivid red.

The human man had been tall and lean, with a penchant for period clothing. 

Wide sleeves with gloves,  tight  pants  of  the  style  of  Beau Brummell,  dark 

brocaded  vest  and  white  cravat.  His  crown  of  thick  white  hair  was  the 
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exception. That he kept short, though he moussed it so it spread in subtle wings 

on each side, giving him a dangerous look. Despite the white hair, he looked to 

be in his forties, possibly early fifties.

“What does this have to do with Randolph resurrecting?” Diana asked.

“There’s  more  on  other  fronts,”  Micah  insisted.  “Things  have  been 

happening.”  He  flipped  the  first  notebook  open,  then  thumbed  past  pages. 

“First, the Sazias. They’ve had a series of deaths.”

The Sazias were Boston’s most powerful mafia. “Mob families tend to live 

short lives.”

“Not like this.  Not that anyone’s mourning outside the family.  These all 

seemed to be accidents, too. Julianna Sazia herself looked me up, asked me if 

I’d heard anything about the Magician coming back.”

“He had followers, groupies,” Diana said darkly. “Rivals, too. This could be 

a wannabe– or completely unconnected. Coming back from the dead may be 

possible, but it’s also rare in the extreme.”

She picked up the photo to study it.  “He’d transformed into a high lord 

demon. His own magicks immolated him.” Diana’s voice rasped as the picture 

crinkled in her fingers. “He killed Artemis because she was in his way.  He 

considered her a gnat. My friend. He sent her to a hell and it was all I could do 

to help get her out of there. It almost destroyed me.”

Micah studied her distraught face and reached out to cover her hand with 

his. “Yeah, Di, I know.”

“Yes.” She straightened in her chair. “Go on.”

“Five accidental deaths for the Sazias,” Micah said. “Then two members of 

the Echoes of Justice. They were–”

“The superhero group he led twenty years ago to bolster his image as hero. 

We heard  about  their  loss,”  Diana  said  as  she  slowly turned  the  notebook 

pages. Faces that had become familiar over the news looked out of the page 

above obituaries. “The Justice League, I mean. These were mortal people who 

had more  than  reached our  profession’s  rather  early retirement  age.  A lost 

edge, declining muscles, can mean death. But there’s also significant danger 

from people  seeking  vengeance.  That’s  why so  many of  us  take  on  secret 

identities.”



“The Magician knew them all.”

Diana nodded. “Yes. Of late he had concentrated on working with Boston’s 

Families for control of area crime. Through their puppets in local government 

he  thought  he  could  control  that  as  well.  He  didn’t  like  the  direction  the 

country was heading. If he truly was as old as he claimed, if he’d grown up in a 

society that only valued white male, Christian landholders, you can see how 

he’d have been upset.

“He sneered at minorities and women. He thought they should know their 

place. Even white immigrants were a blight upon society. He felt superior in all 

ways. Even so, he must not have thought he had enough power in this world, or 

he’d  have  never  sacrificed  his  soul  to  gain  what  to  him was  the  ultimate 

power.” Diana sat deep in thought until she noticed Micah digging through his 

third notebook. “There’s more?”

“I  don’t  know.  I  can’t  figure  the  relationship.  Maybe  it’s  completely 

coincidental. But my gut–”

“I trust your gut, Micah. You have an amazing ability to connect the dots in 

your cases.”

They both looked up as  Donna bustled into the room.  She had a  worn, 

army-green duffle bag slung over her shoulder and it bounced against the back 

of her jeans. “You rang?” she asked Diana while eying Micah with curiosity.

“Hey, that’s my stuff,” he said.

“You should move your car,” Donna replied. “They’re going to ticket it in 

about five minutes.”

“Aw, man…” Micah rose even as he reached into his pocket for his keys.

Diana  waved  them both  down and  stood  to  touch  a  button  on  a  small 

console on her desk. “I wasn’t thinking when we parked. We have a secure 

garage,  but  it’s  a  little  difficult  to  get  to.  Micah,  this  is  my sister,  Donna. 

Donna Troy. And this is…”

“Oh, is this the Micah? Micah Rains?” Donna dropped the duffle onto the 

floor with a thud and shook his hand. Then she slid into Diana’s chair at the 

coffee table to lean forward and get a better view of the visitor. “Diana told me 

about you.” She gave him a full up-and-down perusal. “She was right.”

“About what?” Micah glanced at Diana, who had curled a lip at her sister.
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Micah turned back to Donna just in time to see her snap three rapid shots of 

him off a fancy SLR camera he hadn’t noticed her carrying. “What the–”

“Don’t mind me, hon,” she assured him with a sunny smile. She added a 

picture of Diana’s frown for good measure.

A  slender  young  man  with  light  brown  skin  appeared  at  the  doorway, 

dressed in a neat, dark suit. “Yes, ma’am?” he addressed Diana.

“Paco?”

Donna took a picture of him as well.

“Donna, desist. You’re on vacation.” Diana made a motion for Donna to 

surrender her camera, but instead the younger Wonder turned it off and slipped 

it to her side.

Micah  stretched  his  neck  to  see  what  kind  of  roomy pocket  the  young 

woman’s  form-fitting  pants  held,  but  couldn’t  make  out  one.  Still,  when 

Donna’s hand returned to her lap, it was empty.

The stranger at the door dipped his chin at Diana. “Thank you. I think she’s 

taken  a  hundred  pictures  of  me  so  far.  The  ambassador  says  we  are  all 

supposed to grin and bear it for the duration.” He gave Donna a sour look. “As 

for Gennes, she’s busy fighting the office copier. I think it’s going to win. The 

rest of your people seem to be gone for one reason or another this afternoon.”

“Oh that’s  right.  They’re  setting up  for  Chrissie’s  baby shower.”  Diana 

checked the clock on her desk and blew out a sigh. “I told her I’d be late, but 

now it seems I’ll miss it altogether. They were going to have a ‘fabulous’ cake, 

too. I do love cake.”

She nodded to the man. “This is Tekla’s intern, Francisco Muñez. Paco, this 

is Micah Rains,” Diana explained to the two. Micah mouthed “Intern?” at her, 

but she ignored it and turned to the newcomer. “We are quite busy here. Could 

you possibly move Mr. Rains’ car to the garage? I hear the area police are 

being diligent today.”

Micah described the car and handed him the key fob, eyeing him curiously.

“And please put Mr. Rains’ luggage in the lavender room, if you would.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Paco hefted the bag with much more effort than Donna had 

displayed.

Diana asked, “Donna? Your car?”



“Already stashed,” she replied, still switching her measured glances from 

Diana to Micah.

As Paco left, Micah said to Donna, “My car was locked. How’d you get 

in?”

“I certainly hope you’re not leaving your car unlocked in Washington, Mr. 

Rains,”  Donna huffed.  “Lavender  room,  eh?” She wiggled her eyebrows  at 

Diana. “Business and pleasure, I hope?”

“We have a possible problem,” Diana reminded her tersely.

“Okay,  lay it  out.” Donna scooted her chair  closer so she could see the 

materials spread on the table. “Goddess, paper? Don’t you people live in the 

twenty-first century?”

“I might have some security problems with my network,” Micah explained. 

“And my batteries lose power at the worst times.”

“Great Gaea, a match made in heaven.”

“Don-na.”

“Di-a-na. Okay. Whatcha got?”



C H A P T E R

4

iana gave Donna a capsule explanation of what she’d learned so far, and 

then nodded for Micah to return to his story.D
“There’ve been three thefts from Boston-area museums,” he told her.

“Of similar items?”

“Coinage. An ancient Roman coin, one from Egypt,  and one from India. 

Just the three.”

“Coins.” A small smile came to Diana’s face. “I’ve heard the saying, ‘You 

can’t  take it  with you.’  If this is Randolph, perhaps he wants some of it  to 

spend in whatever hell he’s in?”

Micah didn’t find it that funny. “I have pictures.” As he rose from his chair, 

he unfolded printouts that had been behind the covers of his final notebook.

He laid them out, six in all, on Diana’s broad desk. They were close-ups: 

the coins shown four inches high, front and back. Donna nestled her chin on 

her arms, crossed on the desk, while Diana rose up on her hands for a more 

aerial view.

“Point number one, they all depict gods,” she noted.

“I  thought  that  might  be  it,  but  this  Roman  one–”  Micah  pointed  out– 

“that’s an emperor. Nero.”

“Many cultures elevated their dead kings to godhood after their deaths,” 

Diana said. “My mother often visited her own temple after she died.”

“She  died?”  Micah  came  alert  in  his  surprise,  then  stood  confused  at 

Diana’s lack of grief.



“The Imperiex War,” Donna clarified. “She got better.”

“She saved the world,” Diana added.

Micah nodded.  “But  she’s  back now. Must  have been one of those rare 

rebirths you were talking about. I thought I’d heard her mentioned recently.”

“Yes, she does get around. These coins all have the magic of antiquity, plus 

the slight shared magic of depicting a god. Other than that…” Diana sat in her 

desk chair and wrinkled her nose. “With these and five dollars, I can buy you a 

small coffee.”

“Maybe you wouldn’t need the five dollars if you found the right collector 

of old coins,” Donna said.

“Yes, there’s that. But these types of coins aren’t so rare. Or are they? I 

assume–”

Micah shook his head. “Nope,  you’re  right.  These coins are, pardon the 

expression, a dime a dozen. Every museum has some.”

“Then there must be something.”

“There is.”

Diana and Donna waited expectantly.

“I  said  three  museums  in  Boston.  Add  seven  in  New  York.  Two  in 

Baltimore. In that order, and all within the past two weeks. Baltimore was last 

night.”

“Hunh.”

“That’s what I said.” Micah fished a folded manila envelope out of another 

jacket pocket.

“They didn’t hit the Amazon museum in New York.” Donna’s question was 

a statement.

“Nope. Not that I know of.”

“Nor I,” Diana said. “I would have heard. I can’t imagine a thief getting 

beyond our wards.” She held a finger to her lips, her eyes moving around but 

not  focusing.  “So  Washington  would  seem  to  be  next.  They’re  certainly 

pointing an arrow to it. Washington has lovely museums.”

“And one big freaking one,” Micah said. “Here’s what they took along the 

way.”
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They studied additional pictures for some time: more antiquities, more faces 

of gods and dead kings. The final photocopy was a month-old magazine ad for 

an upcoming Smithsonian-sponsored exhibit.

“The Coin of Power,” Diana mused. Her index finger traced the magazine 

picture of an octagonal coin with a hole in its center.

“No god on it,” Micah observed, “but I spotted this and wondered if it’ll 

make the list.”

“This writing here,” Diana showed him,  “I  think is an invocation to Bel 

Marduk. He’s one of the old gods, a king of gods.”

Donna added, “Babylonian, mostly.  A god of magic and magicians. And 

wealth. Impressive to mortals, but you know, it sounds to me like that’d be 

boring for a god.”

“He’s also a god of resurrection.” Diana’s lips set in a grim line.

Donna perked at that. “He is? Now that’s a good trick.”

Micah sat back, his hands on the arms of the chair, his legs akimbo. “So,” 

he said. “Sounds like the kind of power a dead demon White Magician would 

want. Whadya think?”

“I think a lot of things. It could be any one of a dozen possibilities. At the 

very least, someone wants us to think the Magician is still alive.” Diana heaved 

a sigh. “But mainly I think I’m not going to be driving my sister’s car this 

afternoon.”

“You were never going to be driving it, Di.”

At the open doorway someone cleared his throat. Paco held a tray with a 

platter  of  fruit,  tarts  and  a  coffee  service.  “The  ambassador  suggested  you 

might want this.”

“Thank  you,”  Diana  said  as  Donna  cleared  a  place  among  the  various 

papers for him to set it. “Though remind the ambassador that you are not here 

to learn the art of food service.”

“That’s  something  Chef  Ferdinand tells  me,  though not  in  those precise 

words,” Paco said with a shudder. He turned to Micah. “I’ve put your luggage 

in your room.” Then he left.

Micah grunted before rolling his head to look at Diana. “Lavender, huh? It 

had to be lavender.”



She handed him a cup. “One sugar and cream, right? It’s a nice room. A 

restful color has nothing to do with masculinity or femininity. You’ll like it.”

“Whether I want to or not.” He eyed her over his coffee. “Still as bossy as 

ever, eh?”

“Absolutely.” She smirked at him. “It will be much more comfortable than 

the cheap hotel room you’d book. Just try a little luxury for once in your life, 

Micah.  It  won’t  corrupt  you.  It  won’t  make  you  any  less  of  a  hardboiled 

detective.”

“We’ll see about that.” He noticed how Donna glanced between the two of 

them, curiosity brightening her face. He decided to ignore her. “What’s your 

wifi password?”

“We could have taken my car.” Micah tried to clamp down any ideas his 

stomach had about how they were traveling.

Diana  banked  the  Invisible  Jet  down  to  almost  skyscraper  level  over 

Boston. Under her control it  swooped and flitted unexpectedly,  like a bird– 

similar to the way she tended to fly on her own, but much faster. “That would 

have taken hours,” she told him absently as she scanned the city’s layout under 

the afternoon sun.  “I didn’t know you had a fear of flying.”

“Just a fear of crazed pilots.” His fingers closed tightly on the arms of his 

seat as he rode shotgun.

Diana’s eyes flicked to take in his attitude. She wasn’t used to passengers. 

She leveled the plane and then they glided smoothly,  silently.  Micah’s grip 

loosened, and after a few moments he unfolded the crinkled paper map he held 

to compare the landscape below. The world now stretched clearly all around 

them, even under their feet, as if they traveled on air itself and not within the 

sturdy confines of the plane. Diana called the glass-bottom effect “surveillance 

mode.”  Micah was thankful  that  the plane had been quite solid-looking for 

most of the trip.

“There,” he pointed at a wooded industrial park to the northwest. “I think 

that’s it.”

Diana nodded. She chose the back-most section of the primary building’s 

parking lot, empty enough to hold a private jet with VTOL capabilities, and set 
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them down. Micah checked his gun and replaced it in the holster hidden under 

his jacket. He was glad he’d packed this more impressive jacket, just in case. 

Being prepared was an important part of his job, and being in the company of 

Wonder Woman made it imperative. Besides, he looked good in leather.

He glanced up in time to see Diana pirouette. A blast of light surged from 

her, and when his eyes adjusted she was dressed in civvies: a nondescript tan 

skirt and white blouse. But she’d changed otherwise: Her hair was now straight 

and tied back, her eyes were brown, and she stood at least six inches shorter 

than before. The narrower face bore the distinct ethnicity of an Indian woman. 

Her true slightly aquiline nose fit the setting well. Diana being Diana, she wore 

a necklace with a pavé star pendant. She couldn’t resist her spangles.

She checked a wallet inside the purse that hung from her shoulder. “I think 

‘Diana Mayer’ will do for this,” she said, and showed Micah her picture ID, 

which changed to that name as he looked at it.

“This is new,” Micah remarked.

“Not really. You’ve just never seen it. I got this ID from Proteus some time 

ago.”

“That some kind of myth guy?”

“A god. Of disguise, among other things.”

“And the–” Micah rotated his index finger at her, indicating a spin.

“A trick of magic we’ve rigged.”

“I thought you didn’t do magic spells.”

A smile played on her lips as she locked down her instrument panel. “We 

do  a  bit  of  mirror  magic  here  and  there.  How  do  you  think  the  embassy 

works?”

Micah shrugged and followed her as she approached the door. “I thought 

someone had loaned you a TARDIS.”

She laughed. “Dr. Who. I get it. No, mirror magic may be considered small 

potatoes by some– Dr. Fate certainly looks down his nose at it– but it comes in 

very  handy  from  time  to  time.  Why,  how  do  you  think  this  jet  becomes 

invisible? We don’t keep Harry Potter on staff either.”

The door opened, faint stairs appeared along with the day’s brisk breeze, 

and  they  quickly  descended  to  the  pavement.  Diana  turned  and  the  stairs 



retreated. Micah had been able to see a slight image of about fifteen feet worth 

of plane before it faded away in the distance, but now that the stairs had rolled 

up, the entire plane was invisible.

“Mirror magic,” Diana proudly told him. A wind gust riffled her hair.

“I can’t see it at all!”

“Oh, it’s gone now.” Diana indicated the sky. “Its default position is in the 

tropopause. That’s about eight or nine miles up. It gathers its energy from there 

so it’s always ready to go.”

“Oh man, that’s cool.”

Diana chuckled. “Just cool?”

“And fast,” Micah added. “Give me a break. With you something’s always 

happening. If I freaked out every time, I’d exhaust myself.”

“And what joy is there in that? The world has so many surprises. We should 

delight when we can.”

He gave an unimpressed hmmph and dug his hands into his pockets.

“I find you surprising,” Diana told him. She hooked her hands around his 

right elbow and leaned up toward his ear. “I take delight in that. Always.”

They walked toward the building. “Glad to be of service,” he said.

“Good of you to see us on such short notice.” Micah shook hands with Ellis 

Flynn, the director of games programming at World Byte. He was well into his 

paunchy forties, but dressed like a teenager: faded jeans, sneakers, and a black 

T-shirt  printed  with  a  smiley  face  that  said,  “Smile  if  you’re  not  wearing 

undies.” His eyes held the naked look of a recent Lasik patient.

“We’re only in town for the day,” Micah continued. “Our CEO said he’d 

been in touch with yours to schedule this.”

“With  Peyton?”  Flynn  tilted  his  head  doubtfully  to  the  side.  “I  haven’t 

heard anything from him for a week now. He’s on a conference tour. Maybe he 

was too busy to tell us.”

“Either way, glad you could fit us in.”

Diana  remained  two  subservient  steps  behind  them.  She’d  explained  to 

Micah that sometimes the secondary status of most women of the Outer World 
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could  be played  to  her  benefit.  One worked  with  what  could produce  best 

results.

To  an  observer,  she  glanced  about  absently,  but  Micah  knew her  gaze 

missed little. She registered exits, security cameras, number of personnel, and 

the two security guards stationed in the lobby. She kept her purse clasped to 

her chest so as to make herself a smaller object of anyone’s attention. Her body 

language told them she didn’t pose any threat.

Flynn began a cursory tour of the facilities.  “I  don’t  think I’m bragging 

when I say we can furnish any kind of game you need,” he told them as they 

completed the first floor.

Micah had perfected his Professional Fawning Routine a few years before. 

“After seeing all this, I understand why the Big Boys decided to farm out the 

work. This will take experts. You seem to have them by the score.”

“An  educational  game,  you  say?”  Flynn  asked  as  they stepped into  the 

elevator.

“About coins. Finances,” Diana put in, startling Micah. As usual he tried 

not to show it, but she’d been so quiet up to now he’d almost forgotten she was 

there.

Diana said, “We want to teach children how to handle the money they’ll be 

making as adults. How to save, how taxes work, that kind of thing.  If we can 

format the lessons within a game format to keep their attention…”

“We’re thinking high school level to begin with,” Micah ad-libbed into her 

pause. “Most of these kids will be having their first job experiences at fast food 

joints.”

“An interesting challenge.” Flynn held the door for them as they reached a 

new floor, this filled with a maze of cubicles, all manned by personnel who 

lounged in their chairs, holding controllers while they seemed hypnotized by 

the monitors in front of them. “This sounds like the kind of game I wish I’d 

had available when I  was younger.  My own kids could use something like 

that.”

In a new hallway, Micah stopped at a bank of windows looking down into 

an auditorium that held row upon row of metal cabinets, each with an array of 



flashing  lights.  “We’ll  supply  the  information  we  want  to  get  across  and 

suggestions for the different levels. We have our lessons in, uh, outline form.”

“With short  web lectures that can be accessed for more information.  As 

needed by the students,” Diana put in.

“But not too dry. You know today’s kids and their attention spans.” Micah 

made a motion of elbowing Flynn in the ribs but never touched him. Instead he 

laughed, which made Flynn laugh.

“I do indeed,” he said.

“Right.  We  hope  the  game  will  make  the  kids  stick  around  to  learn 

something. We have a few ideas, but your people know the business better than 

we do.”

“So we do the ultimate  programming.  Yes,  we can provide that,” Flynn 

said. “Let’s go into the recreation room and show you one of our more popular 

games, ‘Blood Victory.’ I’m afraid it’s not educational in the least, but only a 

week after release it ranked number three of all games sold worldwide.”

“Impressive,” Micah said, noting Diana’s quick nod behind Flynn’s back.

Diana  excused  herself  to  use  the  ladies’  room,  but  really  to  check  the 

building’s layout at a faster pace on her own. She hoped making their supposed 

product about finances would offer some clues for them to work on. It wasn’t 

as if she could have asked for an educational game about magic coins.

She stopped at three electronic bulletin boards, glancing at the subjects of 

various posts and ignoring the “free kittens” and “upcoming party”  notices. 

Quickly she took pictures of smaller memos that contained phone numbers and 

full names.

So far the place seemed innocent enough, but she’d seen other corporations 

who hid their rot well. World Byte had bought the Randolph mansion. Was this 

connected directly to Randolph? Her lips tightened and she shook her head to 

herself. He was as dead as they came. If there truly was a threat, this was a 

wannabe, a copycat.

Wannabes were almost never as dangerous as the real thing, but they could 

be fascinating to uncover. They tended to utilize new methods of conniving. 
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They thought up angles that would otherwise never occur to her, forcing her to 

stay on game.

She’d been missing many shots in her own game lately. This was what she 

needed to keep in top form.

Wonder Woman, the Champion of the Amazons, should be able to think not 

only like a Western Outer World human,  but like a male– and an unethical 

male  at that.  She reminded herself  that  this  could indeed turn out  to be an 

immortal, female magic-user (not Circe’s style in the least, though; cross her 

off the list),  and she should keep her mind open to all  possibilities.  Collect 

clues,  create  a  theory and then form a  plan  of  action.  She’d  never  needed 

Batman to tell her that much.

Quickly checking her surroundings to see if anyone had noticed her, she 

slipped into a dim programmers’ room that held three sections of cubicles. The 

farthest one was unoccupied. Its two computer screens were blank and either 

asleep or turned off. A game controller lay to the side on the desktop. Diana 

reached into her purse to pull out a tiny box which she snapped to a network 

cable behind the desk.

She’d learned so much about computers in these past years, but it seemed 

they evolved out  of  reach every other  day.  Such an amazing  technological 

revolution was going on in the Outer World! It allowed mind-boggling things: 

fantastical  medical  procedures,  easy,  long-distance  communications, 

information sharing on an incomprehensible scale. Ordinary humans had even 

walked upon the moon.

Sometimes Diana wondered what kind of person she’d have been if she’d 

grown up in such a world. Then again, the people out here thought she came 

from some pretty amazing surroundings herself. She smiled. She had the best 

of both worlds. The problem was in keeping up with them. Lately she’d been 

falling behind.

With  her  movement  around  the  board,  the  monitor  awoke  to  display  a 

simulated warehouse in which several men prowled about, guns at the ready. 

On impulse, Diana picked up the game controller and the men on screen turned 

toward a figure in the foreground, which she assumed to be the one playing 

her.



Red button– one man dispatched.  She jiggled the joystick to see how it 

operated,  while  moving  her  player  away  from  the  action.  Once  she’d 

determined  the  game’s  speed,  she took care  of  the  rest  of  the  enemy with 

minimal movement. Whoops, missed one.  That was sloppy, Diana. She shot 

him and then went through the door ahead where she found more men, this 

time with flamethrowers and grenades.  Easy enough to get  through;  it  only 

took seconds.  An odd movement  caught  her  eye  and she uncovered a silly 

Easter egg that showed soldiers drinking beer and belching.

One of them had coppery red hair.

Diana  had  watched  copper-haired  Artemis  palling  around with  her  own 

people. Though she was one of the younger Banas, she held influence with 

them.  She  was  popular  just  being  herself:  vibrant  and  arrogant,  which  the 

Banas viewed as a good thing. She looked after her people, too. She made sure 

that everyone in the Bana tribe was comfortable, well-fed, well-cared for.

She’d  thought  she  was  worthy of  being  Amazon  Champion.  The  quick 

Contest they’d held hadn’t had all  the psychological,  social,  and knowledge 

tests that Diana’s Contest had required. That would have been Circe’s doing. 

The sorceress had held the inhabitants of Paradise Island in more than a little 

mental  control during the second Contest.  If any Amazon’s  thoughts hadn’t 

been murky during that time, they would have realized something was wrong.

It had cost Circe. In addition to deposing Diana from her vaunted position, 

Circe had seriously injured herself– her own mind– as well.

The  end  result  was  that  Artemis  had  died  in  Diana’s  arms  in  the  dank 

dungeons of the White Magician’s mansion. Though Diana had not officially 

held the title of Champion at the time, she had still failed to do her job.

She had utterly failed Artemis.

Bitterness filled Diana’s  mouth.  Ever since that  battle  and regaining her 

title, she’d been running on double-time. Working herself to peak performance. 

Training  as  hard  as  she  could.  When  she’d  first  been  chosen  Champion, 

Wonder Woman, she hadn’t had much time for friends and family. Now she 

had less. She had to be the best. She had to be victorious in all her battles.



46 ·  CAROL A.  STRICKLAND

The  queen’s  decision  to  open  an  embassy  in  Washington,  DC  was  a 

godsend.  Diana  had  been  considering  moving  there,  where  she  could 

accomplish more, and now she had family to live with. She should have felt 

more at ease, but instead she felt pressed not to dishonor her position in front 

of them. She had to be worthy.

Lately she’d begun to slip.

With a shock she realized she had settled into the chair at the computer. She 

scrambled to her feet. She was here to investigate, not to play.

Besides, the game was entirely too violent. It was completely unrealistic. 

Real war involved blood and pain and bouts of overwhelming fright. Victims 

didn’t instantly die. Sometimes they lived only a short while, in overwhelming 

agony. Frequently they suffered long lifetimes of pain and poverty. Families 

were  devastated.  Property was  destroyed.  Cultures  were  left  shattered.  The 

victors were often left as injured as the conquered. PTSD could claim a life as 

well as a bullet.

A steady diet of games like this desensitized people. It would teach them 

that war was easy, that violence was the first choice in problem solving. That 

people were just things. There was no avenue for using the heart or mind to 

find a compromise.  There was no way to search for  win-win solutions,  no 

venues given to rehabilitate those who didn’t know any better.

So  she  straightened,  smoothed  her  suit  to  get  back  into  character,  and 

returned  to  the  hall.  There  she  flagged  down  an  employee  to  create  a 

convincing alibi.

“You got away from me,” she accused Micah and Flynn when she caught 

up with them. “I had to ask for directions.”



C H A P T E R

5

icah noticed when Diana reappeared, but he gave her a few beats 

to announce herself so his panic at her not-so-brief reconnoiter 

wouldn’t  show. “We never leave Di in charge of road maps,” 

Micah confided to their host, who chuckled. He asked Flynn a question that he 

hoped would make sense about the expected contract. He’d had to come up 

with a lot of techno-faking to camouflage Diana’s absence. Good thing he’d 

read that computer gaming magazine at the dentist’s office last month.

M
Fifteen minutes later, Micah looked at his watch, had a brief conversation 

with Diana about how long security would take at Logan International, and let 

her hand Flynn business cards naming them as employees of a company having 

to do with educational products. He had no idea where she’d gotten them, no 

idea whether the website noted on them was real or not. They made a quick 

departure  from World  Byte,  assuring  the  intrigued  Flynn  that  they’d  be  in 

touch.

“It always seems to me that Salem should be the place for magicians to live, 

not Boston,” Micah remarked as he maneuvered into a parallel spot in Boston’s 

Back Bay neighborhood. He was driving his sister’s car, as Diana had wanted a 

more street-friendly vehicle for this phase of the hunt.  “Things have settled 

down there since the trials. Seems a lot of witches like Salem these days.”
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“Perhaps the presence of Dr. Fate kept Randolph from living there,” Diana 

mused. “Their magicks are similar. Maybe having another practitioner so close 

would have aroused Fate’s suspicions.”

Diana took care of the meter and then tucked her credit card back into her 

purse. Now she was her normal if civilian self, wearing a loose red blouse over 

jeans and sandals. The star-emblazoned tiara completed the ensemble.

Micah came around the car to join her at the curb. “Dr. Fate and the White 

Magician? How could they be alike?”

“They both  practiced  the  same  kind  of  magic.  Magic  comes  in  distinct 

categories, like solids, gases and liquids do in the physical world.” Together 

they began walking toward the prestigious former Hotel Vendôme, two blocks 

away.  “Magic has laws it operates by,  the same as physics.  Different magic 

types sometimes don’t tolerate each other well.”

“You learn this at Hogwarts?” Micah hunched his shoulders and stuck his 

hands in his jacket pockets, trying to look as anonymous as possible next to 

Wonder Woman.

“Hogwarts? Amateurs,” Diana sniffed, which made Micah laugh.

“First  there’s  Ancient  and  Old  Magic,  the  magicks  of  the  gods,”  she 

explained with a grin. “Gods are essentially superconscious personifications of 

natural phenomena and concepts like love, justice, storms, and such. The most 

ancient gods, like the Titans who came before the Olympians, were those very 

phenomena.  Their  Ancient  Magic–  slightly  but  different  enough  from Old 

Magic– is an essential part of nature and life itself. It can be chaotic, but also 

extremely powerful.

“Old Magic has a stronger measure of directed purpose behind it, but it’s 

still, well, basic stuff. The building blocks of the universe in its own way.”

They stopped for a light and wound up waiting even longer as Diana signed 

three autographs, which had to be accompanied by photos and a brief chat with 

the recipients. When they could walk across, they hurried. Diana ducked her 

head to conceal her tiara from the people who came at them from the opposite 

direction.

“I shouldn’t dress like this when I’m on a schedule,” she muttered.



“As  if  Princess Spangles could resist.  I’ve  always  wondered about  your 

gods,” Micah prompted as they waited for the perpendicular light. “You’ve met 

some. I’ve met Ares, or a form of him.”

Diana nodded. “Gods are the only beings who exist as themselves across all 

dimensions.”

“Dimensions? Are we talking string theory?”

“Not as I understand string theory. These are probability universes, existing 

side  by  side  but  invisible  to  each  other  within  the  cosmic  holograph. 

Theoretically all  decisions form new dimensions, but in practical terms you 

find only a relative few. Worlds where the US is still ruled by England, worlds 

where the dinosaurs never died off, that sort of thing.”

“If you say so.”

“I do. I’ve met some very strange versions of myself over the years.” She 

wrinkled her nose in memory.

“Ooookay.  But the gods are the only ones who are everywhere? In every 

one of these dimensions?”

“Yes,  but they’re linked to their other selves. They always  know what’s 

going on with themselves in other dimensions because they  are those other-

dimensional selves, get it?”

Micah scratched his stubbled cheek and made a neutral noise.

“Stay with me. The extent of that omnidimensional existence defines what 

makes them gods. As I said, they’re part of the basic makeup of the cosmos. 

Those probability dimensions might  warp them and change their focus here 

and there–” Diana shrugged– “but  at  their  core  they remain  essentially the 

same. Let’s see, what else? Gods can influence elemental phenomena: cause a 

storm to appear, calm earthquakes…”

“Wonda Woman!”

They turned at the child’s call. A young girl’s parents trotted after her as 

she ran toward Diana.

“Can I get an autiegraph?” she begged as she got up to them.

Autograph  and  selfie  were  provided  as  the  girl,  Kayla,  jabbered  in 

excitement, her dark hair bouncing like a cloud behind her. “And I have all 

your dolls and your T-shirts and your videogames and…”
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“She’s your biggest fan,” Kayla’s mother told them. Her eyes were almost 

as round as her daughter’s.

“And, and…” Kayla seemed stuck for something else to say, as she’d gone 

through so  many subjects  already.  “Is  it  true  that  the  gods  gave  you  your 

powers? My friend Liz says–”

“No, darling,” Diana assured her.  She knelt  to the girl’s level. “A lot of 

people  say  that  because  they  don’t  think  a  woman  can  actually  achieve 

anything through hard work. They’re wrong. You can do anything you set out 

to do.”

The girl’s mouth formed an “o.”

Diana told her, “My powers come from Amazon Training.”

“Exercise! I have your DVD!”

Diana smiled. “It’s not just body-building. It’s also learning like you do in 

school, but concentrates on releasing the potential of the body, mind and self.”

The  girl  nodded  as  if  she  were  memorizing  every  word.  “Amazon 

Training,” she repeated. “I wish they taught that in school.”

“Just be kind. Be brave,” Diana told her. “Never underestimate your own 

power. That will take you far.” She waved as the family walked away, looking 

back at her.

“You  make  it  sound easy,”  Micah said as  they resumed  their  walk.  He 

quoted one of the favorite media descriptions of Wonder Woman. “‘Beautiful 

as Aphrodite, wise as Athena…’”

Diana hmphed. “Not funny. You don’t compare yourself to gods and not get 

punished. The media only says that because it’s such an easy concept. What the 

gods did was to give a statue of a baby life. That was enough of a miracle. 

From there I grew as myself. Amazon Training was damned hard work– and 

rewarding.  I  myself  earned what  abilities and skills  I  have.  Well,  with my 

mother and aunts teaching me, of course.”

“Of course. No offense given.”

Diana snapped her fingers at him. “That’s another thing: offenses. Don’t 

anger  the  gods.  Gods  are  drawn  to  humans,  whose  perceptions  shape 

consciousness  and  thus,  them.  Many a  human  has  been  punished  by some 

god’s magicks. I’d hate to have something horrible happen to you.”



“Absolutely,  Princess,”  Micah  drawled,  his  eyes  laughing  at  her.  “I’m 

always careful. You should know that.”

“It’s been a while.” Julianna Sazia’s face was tight, aged beyond the two 

years it had been since Diana last saw her.

Back  then  the  shapely  young  beauty  had  been  full  of  the  desire  for 

vengeance and power. She’d been married only for hours to Antonio Sazia, 

head of Boston’s dominant crime family, when he’d been killed by the White 

Magician in  a  deal  gone bad.  The Magician then switched alliances  to  the 

Sazias’ rival.

Julianna quickly recovered from the shock and had taken control of most of 

the mobs that ran the back streets of Boston. Along the way she’d ever-so-

slightly helped Wonder Woman defeat their mutual enemies. And also plotted 

murder against her.

But the time since hadn’t been kind to Sazia. Despite the fresh highlights in 

her lavish strawberry-blonde hair, she looked… worn.

“Julianna,” Diana said. She’d been offered a comfortable upholstered chair 

in which she sat alertly, legs crossed at the ankles, with her hands steepled in 

front of her. This time Micah stood at attention behind her like a bodyguard.

Sazia had three burly bodyguards of her own here, clashing with her tidy 

office. Deep Persian rugs lay atop hardwood floors. Antiques of Rococo style 

served as desks and lamps. A small classical statue sat in a cross of pot lights.

Diana bowed her  head slightly.  “My condolences.  I  hear  your  extended 

family has suffered some casualties of late.”

“Many casualties.” A perfectly shaped eyebrow rose. “Is that why you’re 

here? Should I offer you tea? I can arrange that. Is this a social call?”

“No, thank you. I want to know whom you think is responsible for these 

deaths.”

One of the guards shifted and Julianna spared him a quick, warning glance. 

She turned back to Diana.  “I  take it  you’re  also running into… mysterious 

circumstances?”

“We’re not sure. We have one theory we’d like to rule out.”
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“Randolph. The White Magician.” Sazia hissed the name. Her face was a 

mask of hatred. “I knew it had to be him. He’s back.”

“You’ve seen him? Definitely?” Micah asked.

Sazia deigned to include Micah in her white-hot glare. “Rumors. Hints.” 

She held one finger  up without  looking behind herself.  “Umberto.  Tell  her 

about Page.”

The large man’s brown face was stony. “Page was an enforcer. He was… 

involved with some business.” He hesitated.

“Tell her.”

“Over at John White Bank & Trust. The main office on the Hill. A week 

and a half ago me and him were there, just after hours. We were waiting for a 

pick-up, nothing more. They’d put us in an office because some bigwigs were 

coming through, and they didn’t want them to see us.”

“Bigwigs?” Diana asked.

“From Washington. One of them agencies that deal with banks.”

Diana nodded, and Umberto continued. “I slipped out to grab some chips 

from a vending machine.  I  was only gone a minute,  two minutes tops. Just 

down the hall and around the corner. I came back and Page was dead.”

“Cause of death? Did you hear a shot?”

Umberto shook his head in a quick, nervous burst. “No bullet hole. Just… 

dead. They said he’d been electrocuted.”

“Was there a storm? Bad wiring?” Diana asked.

“Just the usual office stuff. Lights, computers, landline phones. No storm 

anywhere. There was nothing to clean up, except a body.”

Diana pondered all this before turning expectantly to Sazia.

“Three others were ruled electrocution,” she told Diana. “We had witnesses 

on two other occasions who claimed they saw large birds– maybe bird-demons, 

like  the  Magician  used– in  the  area  that  disappeared  after  the  deaths.  The 

sightings  were  from a  distance.  The  cause  of  death  in  those  was  physical 

trauma, deemed accidents. Both cases involved long falls.”

“No  residue  from the  demons?”  Diana  asked.  “The  Magician’s  demons 

usually  left  residue  when  he  was  done  with  them.  They  only  partially 

disintegrated.”



“None we could find.”

“Could  be he’s  refined the  demon-making  process,”  Micah offered.  “Or 

rather,  the demon un-making process.  Or maybe  he wasn’t  done with them 

yet.”

“Whatever,” Sazia snapped. “It’s all required us to cut back on our work. 

My men don’t want to be hit by the unknown. I don’t blame them. And I don’t 

like having to hire new employees or paying widow’s benefits. This has been 

disastrous for us.”

Diana  muttered  something  Micah  didn’t  catch.  “Any  other  mysterious 

deaths in the area?” she asked. “Not just Sazia family-related?”

Everyone shook their heads, but another of the guards, this one white and 

bald, murmured, “That banker.”

“What?”

He came to attention, staring straight ahead. “A banker, ma’am. Or broker. 

Something like that. A week and a half ago as well, in West Cambridge. Found 

electrocuted. My cousin works at the morgue; he was sent to pick him up. It 

was the same day as Page, that’s why I noticed it.”

“West Cambridge?” Diana asked no one. “Not so far from the Randolph 

mansion.”

“Not so near either,” Sazia told her. “So is this him?”

Diana  shook  her  head.  “We  have  deaths  occurring  at  two  financial 

establishments.  It  must  be  a  copycat.  Someone  involved  with  money,  not 

power.”

“Unless it’s the Coin of Power,” Micah whispered so only she could hear.

“We’ll be investigating further,” Diana told Sazia as she stood up. “Should 

our paths cross, your people will not interfere.”

The mobster took a moment before she nodded agreement.

“We should  stop by Fenway,”  Micah said as  they passed a  sign for  it. 

“There’s a game today.  How long has it  been since you’ve had a great hot 

dog?”

“I have never had a great hot dog,” Diana retorted. “They’re vile.”
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“Not if you load them with everything.” They took the turn to cross the 

river. “Your ‘White Magician wannabe’ theory is growing on me. He loved his 

publicity. I can’t see him going all secret on us.”

“All the same and I hate to say it, but let’s keep open minds.”

“Always  do.  So… We were talking magic.  What  kind of magic  did the 

Magician handle? How do we guard against it? Do I need to stock up on silver 

bullets?”

“Regular  ones  will  injure  a  magic-user  just  as  quickly  if  they  haven’t 

shielded against them,” Diana said. “By far most magic users today use human 

magic. It’s a twist on the Old Magic, but grew out of humans’ love for tools 

and mind tricks.”

“So that’s what you Amazons use, since you’re not gods?”

Diana waved and smiled at the delighted driver of a car the next lane over 

who had recognized her. The man was wearing a yellow baseball cap with a 

red star emblazoned on its front, and gave two quick honks as a salute.

Diana  turned  back  to  Micah.  “I’m sorry  to  say that  we  Amazons  have 

always been remarkably ham-handed at magic. It took until a stranger, Magala, 

joined us before we accomplished any serious work in the craft. Magala was a 

minor  wizard specializing  in  mirror  magic,  which  combines  both  light  and 

perceptions by using reflective materials and lenses.”

“How’d she find you?”

Diana’s hands curled into fists. “She was kidnapped at an early age because 

of  her  skills  and  then  was  misused  by  dark  armies.  She  managed  to  get 

captured by us and quite willingly changed sides.”

She continued, “I’m very glad to say she was a good friend, may her gentle 

soul  rest  in  peace.  Now because of  her  teachings  the  Amazons  can utilize 

mirror magic in many ways. In fact, it was Magala’s mirror magic that saved 

Donna  from certain  death  years  ago.  It  was  through  Magala’s  mirror  that 

Donna came to be my sister.”

Micah digested this as he maneuvered the car through mid-afternoon traffic. 

“So Dr. Fate and Zatanna use this human magic. Same thing for both.”

“Different flavors, let’s say. Like mirror magic is its own flavor of human 

magic.  Zatanna doesn’t  like  it.  She  says  it’s  kindergarten  level  play.  Now, 



Zatanna uses speech and the power of words, backed by the magic of human 

comprehension, to trigger her spells.”

“She’s a damned powerful wizard– and those fishnets! Got into the JLA for 

a  while,  right?  Before  that  I  always  thought  she  was  just  another  Vegas 

magician.”

Diana nodded. “Despite her hose she helped save the day any number of 

times.  Her use of  verbal  magic  may be a  higher level  than mirror,  but  the 

wizards who have impressed me the most are the ones who just have to point to 

summon their magic. Like Dr. Fate. They make it look effortless.”

She leaned over to confide in low tones, “Zatanna once tattled on him. She 

told me that Fate’s pointing was merely a trigger that released a spell that had 

been  well-prepared  beforehand.  He’d  used  tools,  language,  and  natural 

materials for it. He had to sweat and fail a lot in private to look so cool and 

calm in public.” She gave a snort. “The doctor does not like to appear ruffled. 

And you must admit that it all looks beyond cool.”

“So Dr. Fate and all those don’t get their powers handed to them on silver 

platters?”

“Concocting those spells takes months or even years of hard work. As a 

rule, the older a mage is, the more spells they have prepared and available. Dr. 

Fate– or rather, his helmet, which carries the essence of the wizard for a human 

host– was created in ancient Egypt. He’s had thousands of years to build his 

repertoire. Zatanna has spells available to her that have been in her family for 

generations.”

Micah chewed his  lip  thoughtfully.  “The White  Magician isn’t  that  old. 

How old is he? Over a century for sure.”

“Old enough to become formidable.”

“Hopefully old enough to become dead. And stay that way. Here we are.”

Ragin Securities Ltd. was a modest but rapidly growing business in a world 

still struggling with its economy after the recent mini-crash. It had never taken 

any government bail-outs, which increased its standing among certain clients. 

Two of  Boston’s  more  famous  entrepreneurs  had  recently  transferred  their 
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personal  accounts  there.  Neither  had  any  known associations  with  Thomas 

Asquith Randolph.

“Barry was a nice guy. Pretty average, but kind of conservative,” one suited 

accountant told Diana about his recently deceased co-worker. His face couldn’t 

hide the mix of curiosity about her, amazement at seeing her in person, and 

confusion as to why she’d taken so much time after the incident to show up.

“Did he have an after-hours job or hobbies?” Micah asked.

“I dunno. Oh. He was super-keen on the stock market at home as well as 

here. He liked to read. He was in one of those book discussion groups. Really 

into world history. He had the office staff over at his house last Christmas for 

their  annual  party.  Or  maybe  it  was  his  mother’s  house.  A  lot  of  history 

books.”

“He lived with his mother?”

“I remember now; that was just for the party. She had a lot more space, a 

big spread in the North End.  His apartment  was up in… Somerville.  Yeah, 

Somerville. But most of the books at her house were his. He didn’t have room 

for them all at his own place.”

They checked  out  the  man’s  office,  which  had  a  new occupant.  Diana 

studied the electrical outlets of the place, the cords that were plugged into the 

wall.  Then she  stood at  the  window,  examining  the  neighborhood and any 

vantage points it might hold for snipers. Behind her, Micah fired questions at 

the staff until he ran out of possibilities.

“They said it was electrocution,” one woman told Micah, “but Barry ate 

pure crap. Why, I once saw him eat an entire box of macaroni and cheese, and 

followed it with a bacon cheeseburger and soda. He was bound to keel over 

soon anyway.”  She shrugged. “Not that it wasn’t a shock. He wasn’t a bad 

person.”

“You’re  probably  right,”  Diana  said  as  she  turned  from  the  windows. 

“Micah, I believe we are done here. Everything seems safe enough.”

“You haven’t changed any of the wiring since?” Micah asked the staff.

An electrician had been called after the inquest, but hadn’t found anything 

out of the ordinary.

Diana shook everyone’s hands and posed for pictures before they left.



The  coroner’s  office  was  pleased  to  help  Wonder  Woman,  their  city’s 

former protector, even though it was the end of the day’s work shift. Diana and 

Micah both spoke to the chief medical examiner, who showed them the records 

for both the electrocuted bodies of Sazia’s people and the securities analyst.

“I hadn’t thought of linking them,” the coroner said as she reviewed the 

cases. “Guess I should now, if you’re looking at ‘em.” She let  Micah copy 

down the list of items that had been brought in with the bodies. The analyst had 

had a cell on him.

“Melted.” She checked against the notes someone else had written. “And 

look– it was a Sterling 7a. Those just came out last month.” She clicked her 

tongue against her teeth. “Such a waste.”

Heart disease had been present in the clerk, but that had not been what he’d 

died of. All victims had burns on their fingers. All but one showed the effects 

of  forceful  muscular  contraction and severe shock.  One had a spine injury, 

where he’d been thrown some distance.

“Electrocution,” Micah agreed.

Diana’s  mouth  was  set  in  a  tight  line.  “But  by  what?  What  were  they 

touching? What’s the connection?”

Three stops later brought them to the analyst’s apartment. The landlord let 

Micah  in  when  he  saw that  Wonder  Woman  accompanied  him.  The  place 

hadn’t been rented out yet.

“Before the slump,  I’d have had a tenant  within a week,” he told them. 

“Back then I had wait lists.”

“It hasn’t even been a month yet,” Micah observed.

“Good thing for you. Another two and a half weeks and I could throw all 

his stuff out as abandoned property, and what would you have to search?” the 

landlord asked. “As it is, you lucked out twice. The guy’s family is coming 

around tomorrow to clean out the place. The sister’s already been through. I 

think she took a couple boxes out with her.”

“Couple boxes,” Micah grumbled as he wrote that down.
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Police had also been by just for formalities, but they hadn’t taken anything. 

The narrow apartment was fairly spartan, its only luxury a plethora of books. 

After  the  landlord  left,  Micah  and  Diana executed a  cursory search before 

going back to be more thorough.

“Bingo!” Micah crowed. Diana found him scrolling through a cell phone. 

“An old model, but the last call was four weeks ago. Let’s see what you can 

tell us,” he cooed to it.

Diana returned to checking storage boxes, but she looked up when Micah 

called.

“What does ‘Rand.’ mean to you? ‘Rand’ with a period.”

“Randolph,” Diana immediately said. She stood to join him.

Micah had been checking the cell phone’s address list.  He’d gotten it to 

display the device’s most-called numbers. One said, “sister”; one, “mother.” 

Others had no designation. But a string of them, not far from the top of the list, 

had “Rand.” next to the name.

“Washington area codes. New York City,” Diana observed.

“I’ll check ‘em out,” Micah assured her. “Rand, period. Might be Randolph. 

Might be this guy’s buddies from Randyman University, home of the Randy 

Rusticators.”

“There’s such a place?”

“I hope not.  This could be frat brothers from good ol’ Phi Rand Alpha. 

Favorite business travel locations for Randini Pizza.” He tucked the phone into 

the inner pocket of his jacket. “His folks won’t miss this.”

“They’ll see the new fried cell on the coroner’s report,” Diana confirmed 

and went back to her search.

“Looks  like  he  worked  the  stock  market  big  time  on  the  side,”  Micah 

surmised as he sorted through an appointment book. “Bet his company didn’t 

like that.”

“Enough to murder?” Diana asked from the next room.

“Could be. Maybe this Rand thing was a side company he was organizing. 

Or was being recruited for.”

Micah finished going through the main desk, then began to peruse the walls 

of bookshelves. He picked up some history volumes to thumb through. It was 



disappointing not to find any secret notes tucked between pages, but there were 

some interesting illustrations and maps.

“I don’t know if this is pertinent or not,” he observed to Diana in the next 

room, “but our friend here seems to have an above-average number of books 

about Nazis. Several Mussolini biographies. Wait, here’s Huey Long. George 

Wallace. How about that, one on John C. Calhoun.”

“Do I detect a pattern?” Diana asked.

“Wait for it. Wait for it. Ah, here it is, history of the KKK. Three volumes 

worth, if you include the bio on David Duke.”

“Hunh.”

“Nothing  of  Randolph,  though.”  Micah  continued  to  study  the  library 

offerings,  running his fingertips over the bindings.  “The books here are his 

favorite ones, the ones he didn’t keep at his mother’s place. Ah. Economics. 

More economics. Stock market. Boring.

“I liked history in school,” he told Diana at a volume where she could hear 

him. “Once a teacher pointed out all the colorful characters, I glommed onto it. 

Of course, history usually only records the ones who actually did things. It 

tends to gloss over the mundanes of the world.”

“Uh huh.”

“But the movers and shakers– Most of them could have lived today, would 

have gotten just as far. They weren’t that different from us, you know? Well, 

different from you of course.”

“Yeah.”

Micah turned and walked into the other room to see what had distracted 

Diana. She crouched under a window picking at something in the dark carpet, 

hidden behind a fall of insulated drapery.

“Whatcha got?”

“I’m not sure.”

Finally she freed it from the pile and rose. Between her fingernails she held 

a slightly curved piece of clear plastic that, from a distance, looked to Micah 

like a small piece of a drinking cup.

Up close he could see silver threads inside the plastic, forming a spider’s 

web design.
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“His  computer  was here.” Diana pointed to the  empty spot  on the  desk 

beside the window. A dust pattern betrayed the computer’s place.

“Anyone could have taken his computer. Probably his sister.  First  come, 

first  grabs.  Jewelry,  electronics,  and  Grandma’s  silver;  that’s  what  the 

survivors target. They didn’t take the cell because it was so old.”

“Perhaps.” Diana turned the plastic piece over to check its other side. Then 

she lifted it to her nose and inhaled deeply, her eyes closed. Her lips curled in 

concentration.

“So what is it?” Micah asked, puzzling at this examination technique.

“Not sure. It could be the remains of a Happy Meal,” she replied, “or it 

could be techno-magic.”

“Techno– You didn’t say anything about techno-magic.”

“I hadn’t gotten to it yet.” Diana fished around in her belt until she pulled 

out a tiny cell phone. “Paco issued me this before we left,” she explained as she 

laid it on the desk. She motioned to Micah. “Turn it on, please. I don’t want 

anything to–”

“You don’t want to wreck the experiment with your own vibes.” He obliged 

and the screen came to life. He left it on the desk. “Phones are tech; I get that 

much. Now what? You want I should call a techno-mage?”

“I, ah…” Diana alternated staring at the piece of plastic she held and the 

phone’s  screen.  “I’m  really  not  sure.  I  want  to  see  how  this  reacts  with 

technology. Is there a way to insert this into the phone?”

Micah snatched the plastic from her. “If it’s that scary, we start with baby 

steps,” he said, and tossed it from a distance of about a foot at the phone.

The phone arced with a blinding light. Diana threw herself across Micah, 

driving both of them to the carpet.  From there as their vision cleared, they 

watched the plastic and metal  phone burst  into green flame.  The apartment 

lights remained out  for  twenty-five seconds after  the phone had completely 

melted, then came on again.

“Techno-magic, you say?” Micah finally managed to ask.

Diana cursed.
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iana secured the plastic remains in an organic cotton pillowcase and 

took it with them as they returned the car to Micah’s sister.D
“So we have an assassin who set a trap at this guy’s home as well as work,” 

Micah mused. “A, uh, techno-mage.”

“The  White  Magician  was  not  a  techno-mage.”  Diana  gave  her  knee  a 

decisive slap. “He liked technology, but his magic was strictly human magic. 

No exceptions.” She let out a noticeable breath and then relaxed deeper into 

her seat.

“You like this news.”

“I wasn’t looking forward to tussling with Randolph again.”

“But a techno-mage is better?”

She shrugged and made a face at him. “Can’t be worse, right?”

Micah grunted. “So tell me about this stuff.”

She rubbed her upper lip once as she collected her thoughts. “Techno-magic 

is another kind of magic entirely,” she told him as they entered a residential 

neighborhood. “I don’t know much about it. It’s quite rare. Somehow it melds 

human technology with human magic.”

“Hence the name,” Micah observed drily.

“From what  I  understand,  it’s  both difficult  and uncomfortable even for 

techno-mages to utilize, and has a tendency to backfire as often as it works. It’s 

said to be inhuman in nature. Mechanical. Practitioners of human magic don’t 

like to use it at all. Or can’t.”
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Diana was oblivious to their surroundings as she tilted her head, dredging 

up information. “I do know of one alien civilization in which at least some of 

the  techniques  have  been  mastered.  Most  of  the  population–  the  ruling 

population, that is, as most beings there are kept in slavery– let their machinery 

handle the small amount of magic they manage so they don’t have to deal with 

it personally. They hide the scarcity of their craft behind a curtain of ordinary if 

advanced technology.”

“So the machines run the magic. What was this? Krypton?”

That made Diana laugh. “I’ll tell Superman that. Bet his people would have 

scoffed at the very idea of any kind of magic. No, these worlds are the ones 

that belong to the so-called New Gods and Darkseid.”

“Darkseid!”  Micah let  out  an involuntary hiss  of  fear.  The car  swerved 

before he regained control. Darkseid had tried to conquer Earth a number of 

times. The guy had brought armies. Monsters. Spaceships.

But Earth had powerful heroes– like Diana.

“He’s  the  only  one  who  personally  utilizes  it,”  she  said.  “Darkseid 

commands  his  techno-magicks  through  perverted  means,  Anti-life.  I  don’t 

think that’s the only way to do it, just as there are good wizards and bad ones, 

good gods and bad ones, in the other realms of magic.”

“But Darkseid is a techno-mage? You think he’s behind this?”

“This doesn’t smell of his kind of approach,” Diana assured him. “If it were 

him,  I  think we’d all  have looked up at  the sky a couple  weeks ago,  seen 

something  big  looming  over  us,  and  run  off  for  privacy  to  kiss  our  butts 

goodbye. No, this is a Terran techno-mage.” She sounded sure of it. “With her 

or his own agenda.” She frowned. “I don’t know of any accomplished techno-

mages on Earth.”

“Well, that narrows it down. So is Darkseid and his techno-magic stronger 

than, say, your gods and their Ancient Magic?”

Diana snorted to herself at the hubris involved. “Darkseid and his allies will 

see their own downfall,  but likely it  will  take some time for the true gods’ 

methods to infiltrate their magicks. At some point even techno-magic has to 

rely  on  the  basic  elements  of  the  universe.  Those  elements  are  the  gods’ 

realm.”



“Techno-magicks.”

“Right. The gods’ jealousies are a thousand times more powerful than the 

best even Darkseid can muster.”

As they wound deeper into the development, Diana explained that within all 

these classifications of magic there were levels of accomplishment. Amateurs 

often emerged who felt they were the new Trigon, out to conquer the world. It 

didn’t take Diana long to put them down. But once a magic user reached the 

level  of  advanced  apprentice  or  journeyman,  if  they  chose  the  wrong  side 

Diana had a problem on her hands.

Even so, she had vast resources at her disposal. Her tools included the Old 

Magic of her lasso. She also had the mirror magic of her jet, reinforced with 

the best tech her people and those of the Outer World could furnish.

A school bus was stopped ahead of them, which allowed Micah to fully 

concentrate on the problem at hand. “Where do we start  on this,  if  it’s not 

Randolph? Does techno-magic leave a trail? You know, like photons. In Star  

Trek the Enterprise was always trailing some handy photons.”

Diana tapped her lip. “Oh, there’s a thought. I wonder…”

“Tell.”

“Magic  needs  fuel,  though  different  magicks  need  different  fuels,”  she 

explained. “Magic does not arise from nothingness, but rather from an invisible 

supply linked to the very substance of the universe.”

“Dark matter?”

“No idea. I know a girl– she’s a member of the Bana–”

“That’s the Amazon tribe Artemis was from. Part of your people.”

“They claim descent from the Amazons who split off from the nation before 

we received immortality, thousands of years ago. Today’s Banas are a hundred 

generations removed from the originals, and quite human. Akila is Artemis’ 

older first cousin on her mother’s side, but is now younger than she. Artemis 

got stuck in a time anomaly for ten years– you know how they can be.”

“Of course, of course,” Micah murmured as the bus finally moved. “Time 

anomalies are a bitch.”

“Well, Akila has always been rather… outspoken. And a prodigy. She was 

schooled in engineering at Oxford before she was eleven. She’s fifteen now. 
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As  a  hobby,  she’s  been  experimenting  with  combining  magic  and  her 

engineering. Hadn’t thought about it  before, but I suppose this means she’s 

experimenting with techno-magic. I wouldn’t put it past her. I hope Mother has 

someone keeping an eye on her. Akila calls this source of magic power mana.”

“Mana,” Micah repeated slowly.

“She lifted the word from popular fiction, though that fiction had its roots in 

Polynesian  concepts.  If  you  must  know,  it  makes  me  feel  better  that  other 

people also believe in this  mana,  because Akila has a tendency to take, ah, 

rather  spectacular  wrong  turns  in  her  research.  Philippis  once  lost  both 

eyebrows from one of Akila’s mistakes, which has not endeared the child to 

her.”

“Philippis? Oh, your general.”

“Second in command of the Amazon nation.”

“So we track this mana,” Micah said as he swung the car into a right turn.

“But I have no idea how to do so, or what mana is made of. Often I’ll find 

that  evil  magicians exhaust  their  immediate supplies so they can’t  maintain 

their magicks. The trick there is to get them to use up the mana before I run out 

of  steam.  It’s  easier  if  they’re  stupid.  Then  again,  there’s  always  the  old 

standard.”

Micah turned his head to look directly at her. “Which is?”

“A hard knock to the jaw and poof!” Diana wiggled her fingers in the air, 

“the bad magic disappears.”

“Ah. The subtle approach.”

“It  works  often  enough,  though you  can’t  count  on  it  absolutely.  Some 

spells can be set that continue or are even triggered to begin after their master’s 

incapacity or death.”

“Aaand we’re back at Randolph being dead,” Micah observed as he pulled 

in to his sister’s driveway.  “He’s dead and yet  his magic-built mansion still 

stands.”

Diana nodded.

Micah put the car in park. “Let’s retrieve that jet of yours,” he said.



The Jet took them twenty miles from Framingham to South Boston and the 

modest third-story brick office of Rains Investigations. Micah clicked on the 

lights,  threw his jacket over the back of his desk chair,  and began to settle 

there. Then he looked up in mid-squat. “You should probably take this,” he 

told Diana as he stood.

It was a spacious if slightly grimy room that held two desks, both equipped 

with computers and land lines, and a small snack area with a mini-fridge and 

microwave. The floor was pitted linoleum. One of the shorter walls was lined 

with file cabinets. The other walls had bulletin boards, on which were tacked 

disordered notes and papers. A black scorch mark emerged along a wall from 

behind one of the bigger boards. Two large windows interrupted the outer brick 

wall. One of the sub-divided panes was cracked like a bull’s-eye.

Diana fumbled with the ports on the back of Micah’s desk computer.  “I 

wouldn’t dare to impose on your  space,” she told him. She leaned down to 

squint at a final connection as she set up a new hub. “This will ensure security 

for your network.”

“This was your chair. My desk, your chair.”

“It isn’t any more. Where’s your chair? You loved it.”

“Some jerk decided he wanted to blow it up. Actually, he wanted to take out 

the entire place, but he only got as far as the chair.” Micah frowned at the 

screen, then at her. “Okay, I’m in charge here. My office, my rules. You take 

the desk. I haven’t changed any passwords. Maybe I should,” he added as a 

muttered afterthought.

Diana did as told and Micah took his laptop to a short vinyl sofa that sat in 

the  corner,  next  to  the  fridge.  He  reclined  across  its  length,  opened  his 

computer, and quickly started to explore the nature of World Byte.

They both sat hunched over their respective keyboards for over a half-hour 

before Diana exclaimed, “Gorgon spit! I don’t see why I have to have so much 

trouble with these things.”

“Getting interference again, huh?” Micah asked. From his corner he could 

see her screen. It held not one but three error messages. He didn’t think that 

was possible.
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“I am fast approaching the point where I hate computers,” she grumbled as 

she rebooted. “Everything has to be done two or three times to get a result.”

“But still–”

She gave him a sheepish smile of surrender.  “Still,  a task repeated three 

times on a computer is a thousand times faster than one without the dreaded 

beast.” The music of startup accompanied her sigh.

“Maybe if you scuffed your way across a rug in fuzzy slippers…”

She laughed at him. “I actually tried that the first time you suggested it. No, 

static electricity does not  counter  whatever magic  it  is that clings to me.  It 

made things worse. The computer was mad at me for a full day afterward.”

“Gotta be the lasso.”

“It isn’t. I’ve gotten the snafu both with and without my lasso. Or my tiara. 

Or my bracelets. I’ve been quite scientific in my research.”

“Hm.”  Micah scrunched his  face  in  concentration  as  he  considered her. 

“Have you tried getting naked? Do that now. I’ll supervise.”

“Very funny.”

“Not kidding.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her and grinned.

That made her laugh again. “I suppose I should draw up a contract with 

you. Until I can get one of my secretaries to do it, we’ll operate under an oral 

contract.”

“I can do oral, if you want to limit us.”

“Great goddesses, you know I’m talking oral contract in the legal sense.” 

Diana made a face at him. “As of when you left Boston to go to Washington, I 

am employing one Micah Rains to help investigate this case.”

“Not the other way around?”

“I can afford you,” Diana told him. “You can’t afford me.”

“True dat.”

“Normal  operating  expenses,  plus  the  possibility  of  a  bonus  upon 

completion if we run into anything… extraordinary. And since we’re working 

together, we’ll operate under the same ‘no fraternizing’ rule we did before.”

Micah let out a rude noise and then wiped off his screen. “I wish Ed had 

never told you about TV detective series.”



“Every  time  straight  partners  of  opposite  genders  team up for  detective 

work and have sex, things fall apart.”

“That’s his take. He’s the novelist; he likes drama.” Micah rolled the top of 

his pen around his upper lip as he considered. “What about after we solve the 

case? Contract fulfilled, check deposited in my bank, funds cleared?”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. You’re the one prancing around in your almost 

altogether.”

Diana cocked her head at him and gave him a once-over. The edges of her 

mouth twitched. “I don’t know.”

“I do. I’ve fantasized enough. You haven’t?”

“I’d prefer to think about this later. We can discuss it when the contract has 

been fulfilled.”

Micah clucked at her like a chicken.

“Here we go.” Her screen returned and she ignored Micah’s flapping to set 

her  Internet  connection  to  retrieve  the  last  pages  she’d  been  on.  “At  least 

Oracle says she’ll put my tasks on high priority.”

“Oracle?” Micah withdrew his hands from his armpits to sit straighter on 

the couch. “Oracle’s real? Not just some Internet myth?”

“Of  course  the  Oracle  organization  is  real,”  Diana  assured  him.  “And 

certain people who have helped Oracle in the past can get favors from them. If 

they have time.”

“How handy. I’d like to help this Oracle sometime.”

“So far they report no crime affiliations on a superficial level connected 

with World Byte.”

“Did they notice the CEO?” Micah asked, turning his screen so Diana could 

see it. “Peyton Jefferson.”

“Not Thomas Asquith Randolph.”

“But the Magician always claimed to be kin to Thomas Jefferson.”

Diana  nodded.  “Through  Jefferson’s  mother,  who  was  a  Randolph. 

Coincidence or..?”

Micah raised his eyebrows at her and grimaced. “It could just be a thirty-

fifth cousin who wants to get the family home back in the family.”
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“Possible. I’m not sure about this World Byte thing. I’m thinking this is a 

true wannabe, someone who studied under the Magician and wants to take over 

his business using his rep. Randolph’s had a few acolytes over the years. None 

have ever had much impact on the world.”

“Maybe a bigger name wants to leech off his work?” Micah postulated.

“Like, oh, Felix Faust?” Diana’s brow creased. “Not a techno-mage, but 

still… Where’d we leave him last?” She began to hit some keys.

“Maybe someone on the international scene? I’m not familiar with all the 

evil capes out there.”

“Quite a few of them,” Diana said offhandedly as she worked.

“You’re sure it’s not Darkseid?” Micah managed to ask.

Diana looked up at him, a moment of concern passing over her face before 

she let out a snort. “I think subtlety and disguise are definitely not his style. 

Besides,  this  seems  a  small-time  operation,  fairly  local.  He  wouldn’t  be 

interested.”

Micah breathed a sigh of relief.

“Though  I’ll  research  some  of  his  underlings.  They’re  not  into  human 

magic, but might be experimenting.” She tried more links. “Cluemaster? We 

haven’t heard from Effron the Sorcerer in ages. I think he and the Magician 

crossed  paths  about  ten  years  ago.  They both  like  to  change  humans  into 

inhuman, willing servants. And then there’s–”

Diana let loose another curse as her screen fizzled.

Micah looked like he was going to make a sarcastic comment, gloating over 

an inability of Wonder Woman’s.  Instead he paused and then asked, “Does 

Donna make computers sick, too?”

“Donna?” Diana made a noise ruder and juicier  than Micah’s had been. 

“No.  She’s  perfectly  fine  with  any  kind  of  technology,  even  though  she 

positively reeks of Ancient Magic. In the magic world, that’s like having type 

O-negative blood. You know: most of the time it’ll work with whoever it goes 

to, as long as it’s finessed. As I said, Ancient Magic is the stuff of Creation. 

You’re right; she should be here helping out.”

“I never said– Where is she, anyway?”



“Probably playing.” Diana actually slapped the desk. Her mouse jumped. 

“She said she’d stake out the museum, but didn’t say when. Instead she’s using 

the  excuse  of  test-driving  an  experimental  car  to  gallivant  across  the 

countryside. Such a beautiful car. Lucky,” she grumbled.

“Whereas you never play.”

“I  have  duties,”  Diana  firmly  replied,  moving  on  to  her  next  webpage. 

“According to ancient tradition, I’m the heir; Donna’s the spare. I was raised to 

duty more than she was. And I am Champion of the Amazons. Donna is… 

Well, she’s not. She’s involved with other things. And one of the things she 

always seems to find time for is fun.”

Micah shrugged. “Why can’t you find time? All work and no play…”

“…Makes the world safer,” Diana told him in no uncertain tones. “When 

my people decide my work is done, then I can relax. Plenty of time for that– 

later.”

“I remember a time when you had fun working.”

“I’ve been working hard ever since. It’s difficult to keep that attitude and 

stay as sharp as I need to be.”

Micah eyed her for a long moment as she concentrated on her screen. His 

right canine tooth caught on the inside of his lower lip. Finally he let out a soft 

grunt and returned to his work.

There were few enough people in the world who knew of Dr. Fate, and 

most of those thought he lived in Salem, Massachusetts.  The fact was that his 

tower preferred isolation. Now it stood across the river and northeast of the 

city, on a wooded outcrop still some distance from the ocean.

Kent Nelson, his wife, and his ancient helmet lived in that tower, a stark 

finger of stonework that rose high above the trees. Only one set of ruts led 

across the night landscape through the woods to the place, and a slightly dented 

Grand Cherokee sat next to the narrow, ancient wood door that was the tower’s 

only entry.

“Why can’t the man check his messages? Look there. Normally there’s no 

door,” Diana told Micah as they strolled up from the jet. Her shining lasso gave 

them enough light to see the path. “It only shows itself when there’s a need.”
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“Done with mirror magic, I suppose,” Micah said.

Diana lifted the large, circular door knocker and rapped. “I really wouldn’t 

know,” she said. “Fate’s magic is far beyond the Amazons’ skill.”

The rough door opened slowly in front of them with a chilling, drawn-out 

squeal. There was no one inside to invite them into the inky darkness that lay 

within.

“Invisible butler?” Micah asked.

Diana took one step inside. “We need to see Fate,” she announced. Ever so 

faintly the floor tile just in front of her began to glow. Then beyond that, the 

next and the next as well until they faded into darkness so that only a short 

span of path was visible. Diana’s lasso glow didn’t have any effect on their 

surroundings.

“Stay close,” she told Micah, and they proceeded inside.

That eerie screech told them the door was closing behind them.

Beyond  their  narrow path the  musty tower  remained  dark as  pitch.  The 

sound of their footsteps spread through an area that seemed much greater than 

what the tower could possibly have. Micah thought he saw something glint off 

to his right and paused.

“Don’t stray,” Diana ordered. “I know that much. This is a fairly standard 

security spell. I’ve seen them many times.”

Micah kept to her footsteps, but his hand rested on his holster and he often 

glanced behind, back into the blackness. They made their way up a long flight 

of stairs that stretched straight, though from the outside the tower couldn’t have 

been more than thirty feet wide. The stairs made an abrupt left, and again they 

climbed. And climbed. And climbed.

Something skittered out  there.  No– Things plural  skittered and shuffled, 

from different directions. Micah took his gun out of its holster.

A different something was breathing on his neck. Something with a lot of 

breath to breathe. The breath was hot and sulfuric. Were wide wings unfolding 

back there?

Diana began to sing under her breath in  drum-like  syllables.  Her  words 

became louder as they climbed.

O tocho bak etall-a



Istri mukerr fallen!

Mukerr mikkin istri toch-a,

Dak kullip fee jellen!

Narcha-kan,

Narcha-kan,

Nifrajek-a hola!

The short verses changed, but always ended with the same refrain:

Narcha-kan,

Narcha-kan,

Nifrajek-a hola!

Claws  raked  a  floor  out  in  the  darkness.  Micah  swung  his  gun  in  that 

direction.

“Sing with me,” Diana instructed tersely. “Make up your own words, but 

sing.”

Though by now he was fighting for breath, Micah tried to instant-echo her 

song.  When  he  couldn’t,  he  filled  in  the  blanks  with  words  of  his  own 

(“Friggin’ jerk-a hola!”), but their song seemed to stave off the worst of the 

noises.

“It’s  the  long  battle  song,”  Diana  explained  when  the  staircase  again 

changed direction. “It’s to keep spirit focused when the body becomes weary 

or the mind, confused.”

Finally, after climbing what had to have been a mountain, the stairs took yet 

another turn. Micah took the moment at the landing to brace his hands on his 

knees and suck in oxygen. Diana paused. She glanced at Micah then looked up, 

as far as the dimming light would let her, and her jaw set. Her fists clenched at 

her sides.

With a sudden movement she brought those fists up in an arc. The heavy 

bracelets struck each other, letting out a claaanng! that shook the very tower. 

Micah  stumbled  backward  from the  sound,  but  caught  himself  even  as  he 

covered his ears.

“I am Diana, Champion of the Amazons!” she shouted into the void. “No 

more games! I demand to see my friend and ally, Dr. Fate. Bring me Fate!”
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fter a moment the new stairs disappeared and a dim chamber opened 

before them, one in which they could make out ghostly walls. The 

floor stretched in width now as well as length.A
It held a retro checkerboard pattern in black and white linoleum. Furniture 

dotted the room:  old-fashioned settees and deep chairs upholstered in faded 

floral  prints.  A  low,  battered  coffee  table  accompanied  one  sofa.  Two 

bookcases  formed  a  backdrop  alongside  a  longcase  floor  clock.  The  place 

smelled ever so slightly of Grandma’s house, but not nearly as musty as the 

tower darkness.

Here there were no skitterings, no dragon breaths. “I suppose we sit and 

wait,”  Diana said and motioned Micah to  the furniture while  she remained 

standing. “Fate! Kent! Inza! Show yourselves!”

They both turned at the sound from farther back. Through a dim hallway a 

male  figure walked toward them.  “Diana? Is that you? What are you doing 

here?”

“Waiting for you.”

“Sorry.  I’ve  been  busy.”  The  man  walked  into  their  room  and  gazed 

curiously for a moment at her, then turned to Micah, who politely stood.

“This is Micah Rains, a private investigator from Boston. Micah,  this  is 

Kent Nelson, aka Dr. Fate.”

“Ah. Sorry to put you through all the rigmarole. Hope the tower didn’t give 

you much trouble. If I’d known it was you, Diana, I could have just brought 



you in. Can I get you something to drink? Climbing all those stairs can be a 

royal pain, or so I’m told.”

He was rather  ordinary looking,  just  a  middle-aged blond man  of  good 

height. His shirt sleeves had been rolled up, as if he’d been doing some kind of 

manual labor, though he was in casual business clothing.

Micah appreciated the offerings of cream stout, Girl Scout cookies and soft 

sofa cushions as Nelson agitatedly paced the room. He kept apologizing. “I’ve 

been traversing the realms. Takes me a while to get back to normal vibe, you 

know. Give me a minute.”

Diana made a sympathetic sound as if she knew what he was talking about, 

but exchanged glances and wiggled eyebrows with Micah as she sipped her 

own beer.

“Private investigator?” Nelson finally came to a halt, all jumpiness gone, 

and peered down at the seated Micah. “I don’t usually–”

“The White Magician may have returned,” Micah said without preamble.

Nelson stood stock still. “The White Magician,” he finally repeated. “That 

Randolph fellow.”

“‘That Randolph fellow’ was on his way to amassing a huge new stockpile 

of power when he died,” Diana reminded Fate.

“With ‘died’ being the operative word.”

“I should have said, ‘when he apparently died.’ He might be alive. He might 

not.”

Nelson remained at attention for a long moment before his upper lip curled. 

“I don’t like that idea.”

“Believe us, neither do we,” Micah said.

Nelson’s chin jutted as he made a fist. “I don’t like that Randolph managed 

to live so closely to me– and for so long!– without me catching on to what he 

was. I thought he was a low-level magic-user, barely a mage, one who learned 

just enough to start wearing a cape and getting news coverage.” He nodded to 

Diana. “You know the type. He turned out to be an excellent trickster.”

“I think this is a copy-cat. Can you pin down someone trying to do that? As 

long as we’re here, can you absolutely rule out–”
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“That it’s Randolph himself? I doubt if I can find a copy-cat. Vagueness 

produces unreliable results. But I probably can– Hm.”

From behind Nelson a golden helmet floated into view at eye-level. Without 

looking at it, Nelson reached out to grasp it and then pulled it on. It completely 

covered his head except two eye slits, which glowed yellow.

“Amazon,” a deep, echoing voice said from within. “Diana, the Champion. 

Well met, Princess.”

“Hola, Nabu,” Diana said as she stood up. Then she spoke out of the side of 

her mouth to Micah. “Nabu is the spirit of the helmet, the ancient central spirit 

that forms Dr. Fate.”

In a subtle blink of a moment, Nelson’s clothing had completely changed to 

a lapis blue bodysuit and a voluminous golden cape to match his helmet. He 

held up one golden-gloved hand and motioned for the two to follow him.

Almost immediately they appeared within a limestone chamber that might 

have been a set for a Hollywood-ized pyramid interior. Unsmiling statues of 

Egyptian  gods  with  their  animal  heads  lined  the  polished  walls.  Miniature 

pyramids  sat  on  pedestals  under  a  sphinx’s  empty  stare.  Stone  worktables 

revealed piles of old books, scrolls and scarab-decorated plaques, while both 

candles and modern lights illuminated the area. At the center of the room lay a 

firepit. A jewel-collared crocodile was chained nearby, watching them warily 

through its cold, yellow eyes.

Without a word, Dr. Fate moved to one of the pyramids and motioned to it. 

A spherical golden glow suffused the air above its apex. “Show me Randolph,” 

Fate intoned.

Micah couldn’t withhold a gasp as a movie played out within the glow. It 

seemed to be  Randolph’s  life,  with glimpses  of  a boy growing up wearing 

Revolution-era  clothing.  The  boy  became  a  man,  and  the  clothing  kept 

changing until it was modern-day fashion. The familiar, white-caped figure of 

the  White  Magician  stood  there  for  a  moment,  triumphant,  then  became  a 

demon, and then disappeared in a flash of fire and brimstone.

The crocodile let out a low bellow.

Dr. Fate motioned further, but the glow merely turned murky. There was no 

one to be seen within it.



“He is not here,” Fate surmised. “He is not on this plane.” With a sudden 

upsweep of his arms, he called out: “Upper planes! Nether planes! Niches and 

corners of Creation! Show him to me!”

The sphere pulsed for three long minutes, its interior changing in lightness 

as time passed, as if it were peeking into differently lit rooms as it searched. 

But its picture remained unfocused.

“The White Magician is dead,” Fate finally pronounced as he turned to face 

the two of them. “No trace of his body exists in the known ether. His soul must 

have gone Beyond. I cannot reach there, not without extreme spells, but if he is 

there, there’s no reason to fear. The universe’s firm hand takes care of those 

who have passed beyond reach.”

“Are you absolutely certain?” Diana asked.

“Completely.”

“Good.”

“Man,” Micah said. Somehow it all seemed anti-climactic.

Another bellow sounded, but this time it came from the opposite side of the 

room, along the wall perhaps a hundred feet away.

“Walt, be quiet!” The wizard turned to the chained croc, who hadn’t made 

the sound, and then the helmet twisted around to search the room. “Sorry, that 

was Marty. Where has he gotten to?”

Again that bellow came, but this time it was closer.

“Maybe  we  should  leave?”  Micah  advised  as  he  glanced  around. 

“Quickly?”

They did so.

“That clears up that loose end,” Diana said after they’d reconvened in the 

living room.  “Now we’re left  with figuring out  the reality of  who is  doing 

what, and why.” She gave a snort. “But thanks to you, at least we don’t have to 

worry about the Magician being involved.”

Fate lifted the helmet off his head and his voice returned to normal. “No, we 

don’t,” he said. “So what’s your next move?”

“Wall  Street,”  Micah  said quickly.  “We’re  tracking  names  on  a  murder 

victim’s phone.”
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“Death by techno-magic,” Diana said.

Kent  let  out  an  explosive  curse.  “You  couldn’t  have  mentioned  this 

earlier?” Before Diana could say something, he added, his lips peeling back 

from clenched teeth, “Not that I  could do anything about it. Techno-magic! 

Dark stuff.” He shook his head. “I really can’t help you there. But I can ask 

around.”

“Thanks, Kent. Until then we’ll work on the financial aspect of the case.”

“Dark magic  and Wall  Street,” Micah mused.  He exchanged speculative 

glances with Diana.

“I’ll call my stockbroker immediately,” Kent said with a wry expression. “I 

mean, just in case.” His Fate outfit was fading slowly, leaving him in civvies. 

“I’ll show you the quick way out. Inza will be disappointed she missed you. In 

the future, Diana, don’t be such a stranger.”

“Kent, learn to answer your voice mail.”

He sighed. “Technology. I suppose it does come in handy once in a while.”

Using the natural invisibility of an efficient servant, Diana carried a tray of 

coffee in paper cups to the conference room on the forty-first floor of Wall 

Street’s Pierre Group Building. Today she was Chinese, dressed in the business 

suit of a harried secretary: blouse imperfectly tucked into her skirt’s waistband, 

slightly frazzled black hair drawn back into a bun. She’d also managed to bring 

six donuts she’d stolen from an unattended cubicle. She looked up, saw the 

man who was in charge glance at her before his gaze settled on the donuts, and 

said, “Hope this is right.”

“Where’s Sarah?”

“She  was called away for  a few minutes,  sir.  She’s  bringing plates  and 

napkins. Anything else you need here?”

He nodded. “That’s fine.”

Diana  left,  but  only  after  securing  a  tiny  bug  to  the  underside  of  the 

conference table.

LeVeque Capital was her third agency, her second conference room visit. 

This was the first she’d stolen for. She hadn’t been able to figure out what had 

been missing from her disguise on her first try until Micah had explained about 



the importance of snacks, and the second attempt had confirmed it. When she 

carried snacks, people concentrated on the tasty calories and not on her.

Now she waited for Micah just outside on the sidewalk, shielding her eyes 

against the morning sun that wanted to play tag with clouds that signaled rain 

within  two  hours.  Bugging  was  a  basic,  if  illegal,  way  of  conducting 

investigative business. It usually took a long time to pay off, and results were 

not guaranteed in the least.

She had ways to increase its efficacy.

Micah  trotted  up,  three  pastry  boxes  in  hand.  “Something  fancier  than 

donuts,” he told her. “After all, we’re dealing with the country’s movers and 

shakers. I figured they deserved some cannoli and strudel and lawsuits for what 

they did to all of us a few years back. With a side of chocolate chunk cookies.”

Diana peeked in and stole a cannoli. Taking a bite, she closed her eyes in 

ecstasy. “Excellent choice,” she told him when she could speak again.

“Hey! That’s our inventory!”

“They won’t notice.” She nudged him. “Go ahead. You know you want to.”

With  a  shrug,  he  took a  large  chocolate  chip  cookie  from another  box, 

evening out the loss. As he crunched it, he considered her appearance. “How 

many of these disguises do you have? Or do you just shape-change like the 

Martian Manhunter?”

She used a pinky to deal with a smudge of cream at the side of her lipstick. 

“I  wish.  I  have  only  a  handful  of  different  aspects  available  to  me.  It’s 

enough.”

“Okay. So where do we strike next?” he asked around the cookie.

Diana pointed with what was left of her cannoli at a building half a New 

York block down. “LuthorGroup is right there, sixteenth through twenty-fifth 

floors. Banking and futures combined; different floors. Gil Zarrelli was number 

three on our stock trader’s cellphone list. I’ll get their phone system as well. 

Where are you setting up our command post?”

“At the Sicilian bakery on Beaver.” Micah swatted at crumbs on his jacket 

and shirt. “They’ll let us camp out in the back of the dining room for a few 

hours as long as we keep ordering. We have to leave by afternoon rush hour.”
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Diana  grinned at  him.  “I  think  we  can  do  some  serious  damage  before 

then,” she said. She took the boxes from him and set off down the street with 

her heels crisply click-clacking.

Micah took a moment to admire the sway to her hips before he returned to 

his  pastry shop,  where  he could concentrate  on his  headphones.  No matter 

which Diana she was, she always strode the same way, sexy but determined. 

He’d recognize that wiggle anywhere.

The next morning Micah dragged himself downstairs.  “Unh,” he greeted 

Diana. In a cozy embassy parlor, she sat at a table set for a meal for eight 

people. A blue china teapot and cup sat next to her place.

She wore a runner’s outfit that showed the sweat of recent exertion. Stars 

decorated the sides of her shorts and running shoes. The back of her tiara had 

been tucked under a ponytail. “I thought I might have to send someone up to 

rouse you,”  she told him as  she poured her  tea.  “Maybe  a  forensics  team. 

Should I summon a doctor?”

“I see you still have that disgusting habit of exercising in the morning. I 

prefer  getting  up  at  a  decent  hour.  And  taking  a  shower  before  subjecting 

others to my stench.”

“I will bathe after breakfast; I was literally running late. If I bother you so 

much, don’t inhale. We missed our shift yesterday, so you don’t know there are 

assigned times for meals around here. Ours should be arriving any minute now. 

Don’t know about you, but I’m hungry. And I don’t want donuts.”

“Donuts.” Micah let out a groan. “If I never see another–”

She mirrored his sickly expression, but offered him a chair.

He eased into it. “I was up late, me and Mister Google.”

“Oh?” Diana looked at him expectantly. “So was I. I’m trying to figure out 

just what we learned yesterday.” She frowned. “It’s still vague, but it sounds 

like a solid case. Just not the one I was expecting.”

“While we wait on your apps to sort out all the conversations we taped, I 

found two personnel  links and a half-dozen tech links from World Byte  to 

Randolph Industries.”



“Really?  Randolph’s  industrial  R&D  division.  He  created  it  to  make  it 

appear that he was retiring from magic.”

“That’s the one. There’s money flowing between the two, but that might be 

expected between two local tech corporations. I think today I can get hold of 

the lawyers who completed the closing on the Randolph estate. I want to see 

who actually signed the papers.”

Diana held her cup of herbal tea and blew on it. Then she said, “Two years 

ago I had Randolph Industries investigated.”

“Yeah, I know. Remember? I did the work for you.”

She gave him an apologetic smile. “When I was in California I had some 

others who have different sources look at them as well.”

“Different  sources?”  Micah’s  right  eyebrow  lifted.  “Your  cape  pals? 

Oracle?”

“Let’s  just  say  people  who  aren’t  afraid  to  do  things  a  trifle  illegally, 

because they make sure they don’t get caught. I wanted to know we’d hear no 

more dark goings-on from the place. The R&D unit as a whole came up clean, 

but two executives had question marks against their names.”

“A magical cover-up?”

Diana shrugged. “The person who oversaw the search doesn’t believe in 

magic.”

“And he works with you?”

A new voice joined the conversation. “Batman doesn’t believe in anything 

he disapproves of.”

They looked up at Donna’s pronouncement. She entered the room dressed 

in chic red summer civvies,  a matching purse slung over her shoulder,  and 

carrying a morning paper. She tossed it to Diana, and then fished a smartphone 

from the pocket of her capris. “Batman’s got a big blind spot when it comes to 

things he doesn’t believe in, but don’t ever tell him that.” Using the phone, she 

pointed at the paper. “The Baltimore Expo saw some action last night,” she 

said. “Someone wanted old coins without paying for them.”

“Hm? Still Baltimore?” Diana unfolded the paper and scanned for the story.

Donna took a seat and then showed Micah the latest web update on the 

robbery,  which  wasn’t  that  different  from the  story in  the  paper.  “They’re 
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definitely in this area,” she said. “This time we got witnesses. They report men, 

plural, not demons or monsters. That’s always a plus.”

A huge man-bull walked into the room.

Just like that. He was big. Hairy. Musky. He stood well over six feet, with 

shoulders  that  would  have  looked  at  home  on  Mr.  Universe.  He  wore  a 

starched  chef’s  jacket  and  apron,  completed  with  a  tall  toque  anchored  by 

straps to horns that  extended to either side of  his  head.  His bull  ears were 

pierced with many earrings, though there was only one through his nose. And 

he carried a silver tray filled with domed dishes.

“Whoa!” Micah scrambled backward out of his chair, his hand reaching for 

the gun he wasn’t  carrying.  When no one else acted like the bull-man was 

anything extraordinary,  he glanced at Diana. She tilted her head at him and 

shrugged.

But the minotaur glared at him with eyes that turned an actual shade of red, 

and shook his horned head in derision.

“Um, s-sorry,” Micah stuttered as he took his seat again. “It’s been a while 

since I hung with Diana. I’m not so used to, um, ah, the unusual. Ah, unusual 

for me. Oh, man. Sorry.”

“Apology accepted. This time.” The minotaur’s voice was gravel. His fur 

was umber; his large nose, black and moist. The wrists and hands that emerged 

from  his  jacket  were  human,  though  deep  umber  as  well.  He  had  hairy 

knuckles.

The minotaur turned to Diana. “Tekla mentioned you had visitors including 

the princess, so I made third shift breakfast myself.”

Diana set the paper aside to peer along with her sister at the dishes as the 

minotaur unveiled them. “Ooh, oat and fruit tarts. So much better than having 

to go out for sausage biscuits.”

“I don’t prepare sausage,” the bull growled.

“Of  course  you  don’t,”  Micah  murmured,  which  garnered  him  another 

glare.

“Apple blini!” Donna exclaimed. “Mine! Dibs. Oh, thank you, Ferdinand. 

You remembered.” She grabbed the mounded platter  and set  it  next  to her, 

away from both Diana and Micah.



The bull-man snorted in approval.

As Diana arranged the various dishes around the table, she said, “Micah, 

this is Ferdinand, the embassy’s chef. I’m so sorry you had to work early, Chef 

Ferdinand. Tomorrow we’ll put Donna in the kitchen.”

“Pass,” Donna said with a sunny smile to the chef. “I only cook when I’m 

on vacation, which apparently I am not. Any time you want to transfer to San 

Francisco, Chef, I can get you into some great kitchens. Or is Miami more your 

style?”

Ferdinand’s jaw worked as if trying to keep a smile from forming. “I’ll keep 

that in mind. If I ever decide to leave here.”

“You’ll love this, Micah,” Diana said as she passed him a platter of tarts 

arranged inside a wreath of grapes. “Micah’s an all-American breakfast kind of 

guy, Chef, but he can also be reasonable in his choices.”

Donna took great pains to precisely place a dollop of sour cream upon her 

first blin. Still she was able to wink at Ferdinand. “Di approves of him.”

“Then must we all,” Ferdinand intoned, and Donna laughed. With a nod, the 

chef left the way he had entered.

“You’ll  have  to  eat  more  than  that,”  Donna  told  her  sister,  who  had 

engrossed herself in the paper after taking only one small tart. With a sigh, 

Donna spooned food onto her sister’s plate and arranged berries and yogurt 

there as well. Diana ate it without noticing.

“Anyone  consider  the  G-20  conference  this  coming  week  significant?” 

Diana asked over her reading.

Donna leaned back in her chair and looked at Micah. As he chewed, he 

shrugged his shoulders.  “Don’ know nuthin’ ‘boud G-twenny,”  he managed 

around his food.

“Since when are you interested in the G-20?” Donna asked.

“We bugged a number of Wall Street offices yesterday,” Diana explained. 

“I haven’t finished running the recordings through our Gist app, but so far we 

know that something’s afoot.”

“Nothing vague about that.” Donna reached for the tea.



82 ·  CAROL A.  STRICKLAND

“Every one– every last one– of the agencies we checked were doing full 

emergency  audits  of  their  accounts.  People  were  worried.  There  were 

discrepancies.”

“How big?”

“Don’t know yet. Don’t know exactly where problems are occurring. But it 

sounds like electronic financial trouble is plaguing Wall Street.”

Micah  had  managed  to  swallow.  “This  G-20  thing  is  something  about 

finances?”

“World finances and politics. I’m just wondering if this all goes farther than 

Boston and Wall Street, although the American stock market by itself has a 

very far reach.”

“Bad timing?” Donna asked her sister.  “A coincidence. There must  be a 

financial target in Baltimore, or maybe that city’s just a symptom of the spread. 

If the coins have anything to do with this other stuff, that is. You think the G-

20 is tied into the coins? Maybe with the sale of the White Magician’s home?”

“I don’t know. I just read ‘G-20,’ and my intuition went off.”

“Ah.” Donna nodded her head knowingly.

“Or  we’ve  just  been  thinking  about  this  too  much.  Or  it’s  a  true 

coincidence:  coins  and  a  financial  meeting.  I  hate  coincidences,”  Diana 

grumbled. “So often they are exactly that.”

“But not always.”

“No.”  Diana  looked  up  from  the  paper  to  exchange  a  range  of  facial 

expressions with Donna.

“I like throwing punches better than tracking clues,” Donna finally decided 

from their silent conversation. “I mean, as long as there’s a party afterward.”

“Let’s keep the G-20 in mind for a while,” Diana told her. She twisted her 

mouth  around  thoughtfully.  “We’ll  have  to  see  what  we  learn  in  the  next 

couple days. For all we know, these are three separate occurrences and there’s 

no need to look for entanglement, much less an international scope.”

Tekla and Paco both bustled into the room. Paco was in a sharp black suit 

with striped vest, red silk shirt and matching tie. His pants fit him snugger than 

most businessmen would have worn, and his hair was moussed to perfection. 

The ambassador wore a skirted suit with colorful shawl instead of a jacket and 



held a briefcase under the armpit of her all-human left arm. One leg peeking 

out from her skirt was covered with thick black fur. The other was smoothly 

shaved  and  looked  quite  human,  though  stocky.  Her  shoes  had  to  fit  two 

different kinds of feet, but matched.

“Oh good.” She clapped her hands together as she surveyed the table. “I 

was afraid everything would be cold by the time I got to it. Or gone. Our early-

rising sisters have been quite hungry of late. We are so very busy even with 

full  staff! Di dearest, we do not read the paper as we dine. And we do not 

subject other diners to our bodily odors.”

With no grace at  all,  the ambassador grabbed a chair  beside Micah and 

plopped onto it, slapping her briefcase onto an empty spot of table. She used a 

boarding house reach to gather her breakfast. Paco quietly seated himself on 

the neighboring chair. The ambassador took four of everything and distributed 

one of each to her assistant. He helped himself to juice and tea and poured for 

the ambassador as well. They coordinated like a dance team.

Micah couldn’t help it; he reared away from the bear claws that stretched 

across the top of his plate. He tried not to watch the way Tekla chewed, with 

bearish enthusiasm and a lot of tongue and teeth and arrghing.

“How  I  love  berries.”  She  grinned  at  Micah,  as  if  daring  him  to  say 

something. He just gulped, which made her laugh.

“It’s  good  to  see  your  appetite  is  back,”  Donna  told  her.  “I  probably 

shouldn’t eat too much. I’m thinking about doing some surveillance today to 

help Diana. Unless I can get out of it.”

“Surveillance?”  The  ambassador  looked  expectantly  at  Donna  as  she 

chewed.

Donna  nodded  over  her  blin.  “Some  boring  coin  exhibit  at  the 

Smithsonian.” She paused and then said to her sister, “Unless you want the job. 

It’ll be relaxing. I can check out your boring old tapes instead.” She shifted her 

chair  closer  to  Diana  and  set  her  elbow squarely  on  the  table,  flexing  her 

fingers in an invitation to arm wrestle.

Diana considered her and then pushed her plate and paper to the side.

“Oh  no,”  Paco  quietly  said.  He  raised  his  plate  from the  table  to  hold 

protectively to his chest, and nervously nibbled at a tart.
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s soon as Diana set  her own elbow in place and took firm grasp of 

Donna’s hand, Tekla bellowed. “Children! Desist! Now!”A
Donna  and  Diana  both  regarded  Tekla  before  eying  each  other.  By 

millimeters, they released their hold.

Tekla growled softly, ending with a snort. “I offer witness, you two are the 

most reckless– You do consider yourselves adults now, don’t you?”

“We were just playing, Tekla.”

The  ambassador  sniffed  at  Diana  and  frowned  at  the  pitiful  expression 

Donna made to her. “Children. Why, you aren’t even a hundred years old yet.” 

Tekla raised her face to the ceiling. “What do I expect, oh goddesses?”

“Oh, eat your breakfast,” Diana snapped. Beside her, Donna snickered.

The ambassador rolled her eyes at Paco and complied with a heavy ursine 

sigh. “We tried to teach them manners,” she confided to him as she reached 

across Micah’s plate to grab a honey jar beyond. A breakfast roll received a 

generous libation of it, and the ambassador sucked the excess from her claws 

before popping the roll whole into her mouth.

“Di’s talking about the G-20,” Donna tattled. “She says it’s too much of a 

coincidence to miss.”

“The G-20?” Tekla paused in her ravening. “A recurring conference on the 

world’s economy, while you’re investigating the theft of individual coins that 

may have magical significance?”



“And a problem on Wall Street,” Micah put in. “It’s not international. That 

we know of.”

“It was just a thought,” Diana murmured into her plate.

“The gods often communicate with us through coincidences,” Tekla told 

her. “Don’t tell me that you’ve never had one pan out. The number is probably 

much more than that.”

“Well… Yes, I suppose.”

“Listen  closely to  what  the  universe  tells  you,  Diana.  You too,  Donna. 

Gaea’s reach is everywhere, and she seeks to help us even as we help those we 

can.”

Diana bowed her head to the ambassador. “I hear your lesson, sister.”

Micah regarded them all, all Amazons from a mysterious culture, and said, 

“Well,  you  two figure out  who’s  going after  what.  I  want  to drive over to 

Baltimore, check out the coin crime scene in person.” Doing his best to ignore 

the slurping sounds the ambassador made as she devoted full attention to her 

plate, he did a double take at his own over his fork. “Hey, this white stuff is 

pretty good. What is it?”

“I don’t think you want to know,” Diana said. “It’s healthy and contains 

neither beer, beans, nor butter. You’ll have to handle Baltimore by yourself, 

Micah darling. I have some duties today I can’t miss. We don’t have to make a 

decision  about  the  G-20  for  a  day  or  two.  It’s  all  ceremony  and  press 

conferences for the first day at least anyway. Donna, give me a call if you run 

into anything. Oh. I don’t have a phone.”

“I’ve got one for you.” Donna fished into her purse and drew out a hand-

sized, dark plastic shell,  which she passed to Diana. “It’s  one of those old-

people phones,” Donna explained. “It makes calls and calls only. No Internet, 

no nothing. Do try not to destroy this one. I’ve already programmed it for you.” 

She turned to Micah. “I need your number, too.”

“And vice versa,” Diana said. “These things can be such a pain.”

“Only to you.”

“Aglaea’s curse on all complex electronics. Oh, here we go.”

Diana touched the ruby in her tiara and frowned.

“What–” Micah began to ask, but Donna shushed him.
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After a moment Diana removed her index finger. “That was Catalyn,” she 

explained,  and  added  for  Micah’s  benefit,  “Mnemosyne’s  assistant  in 

languages. Mnemosyne is the chief librarian of Paradise Island.”

“Well sure,” he murmured.

“She was checking in. I sent her a copy of that Coin of Power picture. She 

says the writing is a later form of Sumerian and does indeed involve Marduk. 

She hopes to finish the translation and research, ETA end of today.  So that 

means that London can definitely wait.”

“Sumerian?” Micah asked.

“Pre-Babylonian culture,” Donna replied. “They were around back when 

the Amazons lived on the mainland east of Greece.”

“Niobe’s husband was Sumerian,” Tekla noted as Diana reached for some 

grapes. “I can’t recall if he was literate, though.”

Diana nodded. “Catalyn said she’d volunteered to help out.”

“This Niobe person is still alive?” Micah choked.

Diana gave him a level look. “Of course. Themiscyrans are all 2800 years 

old. Except for Donna and me, of course.”

“We’re the babies,” Donna smirked around an orange wedge. Turning from 

Tekla’s view, she shoved it all the way past her lips to present an orange grin to 

her sister. Two grapes bounced off her nose in reply. Tekla snorted.

Micah deflated into his chair. “I tend to forget the weirder things. Hey, at 

one time I thought you were all les– I mean, unmarried. You know, forsaking 

men and all that. Amazons.”

Donna removed the  orange to  allow a grimace.  “That  is  so Hollywood. 

Then again, even the ancient Hellenes Hollywoodized things. The Amazons 

didn’t  stick around to correct them, and history recorded what the Hellenes 

thought made them look better.”

“We do need a press agent,” Tekla said. She dabbed at the sides of her 

snout with her napkin. “Just the other day I heard some idiot talking about 

cutting off breasts. Hades!”

“I thought I’d explained, Micah.” Diana turned to him, brandishing a small 

bunch of crimson grapes to reinforce her lecture. “Back before the Amazons 

were exiled from the Outer World and then given immortality in exchange for 



guarding  Doom’s  Doorway  on  Paradise  Island,  they  lived  in  what  is  now 

Turkey,  along  the  Black  Sea.  Many  of  them  found  mates  and  even  had 

children. But there was a war, a massacre. All the men and too many of the 

others  were  killed.  We  weren’t  trained  in  war  back  then.  The  nation  that 

remained  was  only  women  and  a  few  children.  Girls.  Full-blooded 

Themiscyrans only bear female babies.” She popped a grape into her mouth. 

“Whim of the gods and all that.”

Abruptly Tekla put down the teacup she’d been holding. It clinked in its 

saucer. “It was a nightmare. The river ran red with the blood of our beloved 

ones. May Theseus forever groan in Persephone’s darkest dungeons; katadei!”

“Katadei!” both Donna and Diana responded, their expressions solemn.

Tekla  sat  back  with  a  heavy  sigh  before  inhaling  sharply.  “Oh.”  She 

snapped  the  claws  on  her  right  hand.  They  made  a  clicking  sound.  “Do 

remember that you have a dinner to go to tonight, Diana darling. You will be 

back from your rounds to attend, correct?”

“Your secretary said she’d left you a reminder,” Paco said.

Diana muttered a mild curse.

“You know even with Marita on vacation, I refuse to go to these kinds of 

events.” Tekla flashed her bear teeth. “My mission here is not to instill fear 

into the vast populace– just to a few politicians here and there. I told Paco to 

say you’d be plus one,” Tekla added and looked significantly at Micah.

His mouth full,  Micah blinked at  her  and then Paco and Diana.  “What? 

Who? Where? A dinner? Marita?”

Diana waved the unimportance of the thing at him. “Marita is the embassy 

minister;  she  usually  fulfills  these  social  obligations.  This  is  just  a  mildly 

ceremonial political occasion, though if I recall correctly…” She tapped her 

finger against her chin. “It’s being thrown to publicize some kind of cultural 

exhibit sponsored by the Quechuan embassy. An exhibit…”

“Of coins,” Paco put in helpfully. “Well, coins are part of it. I thought that 

was interesting. Is this one of those coincidences, Ambassador?”

Donna  set  her  chin  on  her  hands  and  stuck  out  her  lower  lip.  “I  hate 

coincidences,” she said. “They send chills up my spine.” She turned to Tekla. 

“Is Gaea being obvious today?”
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“Two coincidences equal no coincidence,” Tekla told them all.  “At least 

one will be a solid lead.”

“That chill is probably what our wannabe is after,” Diana mused darkly.

“Do I have time to check out the Baltimore site?” Micah asked.

Diana considered. “How quickly can you investigate?”

“You know me.”

Diana poured herself another cup of tea with a sigh. “I do. You’ll be in 

‘thorough’ mode. We’ll need to leave for the dinner about seven. Be here or 

I’ll come after you.”

They took an hour  to check the results  of  yesterday’s  work.  In  Diana’s 

office they had more room to spread out both laptops, listening equipment and 

recorders. So far they’d programmed only a few key words and concepts for 

the Amazonian app to check. Diana and Micah added a few more as they went 

over the results.

“We already know a few things, even though no one’s mentioned coins,” 

Micah said as they waited for the newest data. He counted them off on his 

fingers.  “One,  something’s  up with personal  as  well  as  corporate  accounts. 

Things are not adding up, and employees are worried.

“Two, there are mystery deletions in some accounts and mystery credits in 

others.  Most  are  running  in  the  ten-thousands  of  dollars,  but  in  one  case 

someone  said  ‘hundreds  of  thousands.’  The  conversation  over  at  LeVeque 

Capital tells us that the bigwigs aren’t sure which of the accounts are seeing the 

increases, that  they’re  only seeing the changes in bottom lines. Now, that’s 

peculiar.”

He paused, thinking of other items. Diana added her own. “Three. It’s on an 

international  scale.  That  one account  they were  talking about  was in  Hong 

Kong. A large personal account, not business.”

“And the others were in the US. Hong Kong might be an exception.”

Diana patted her computer. “At this point I’m willing to bet that the word 

‘London’  comes  up in  the  conversation.  We’ll  go there  on its  second day. 

We’ll be leaving early; they’re five hours ahead of us. I need to ask Donna if 

she still wants to tag along.”



“Can’t she fly? A lot faster than you?”

Diana typed in another search keyword. “She was born with the power of 

flight, but really long distances can tire her out, particularly if she’s carrying a 

lot of luggage. Donna doesn’t go anywhere without her luggage and camera 

equipment.”

“Donna would be twice the hero she is if she didn’t goof off so much.”

They turned at the new, childish voice with the unkind assessment. A girl of 

mid-teen  years  and  terracotta  skin  had  entered  Diana’s  office  without 

knocking. Her dark brown hair lay completely straight on her shoulders, save 

for two skinny braids that hung on either side of her face.

That long face was adorned with horn-rimmed glasses, behind which two 

arched eyebrows peeked. The girl’s body hadn’t yet  developed much of the 

femininity Micah had observed on the other Amazons, and the way she moved 

seemed to reinforce that: gawky and awkward. She was halfway through one of 

those donuts he’d brought back.

Micah felt sorry for her. He’d stayed at that gawky stage far too long in his 

teens.

“Akila,” Diana said, surprised.

“I didn’t say anything that wasn’t–”

“I don’t recall  chastising you for what you  said,” Diana told her gently. 

“Micah Rains, this is Akila.”

Micah nodded at the girl. “Are you an Amazon? You look too young–”

The girl’s chin shot up. “I am Bana.” Her accent was British.

“Akila is very much Bana,” Diana told Micah, “but she is more. She is their 

pride and joy.”

The girl gave an audible sniff of doubt.

“Akila is the daughter of the late Bana queen,” Diana went on. “But instead 

of training her for that position, they sent her to school. In England.”

“Oh,  is  this  the  genius?” Micah eyed  the  girl,  who eyed  him back,  her 

eyebrows practically standing above her glasses.

“Very much,” she retorted. “I have more degrees than you’ll ever hope to 

get.”

Micah shrugged. “I attended community college.”
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“I could guess that. Diana, it’s come–”

“Besides  practicing  her  social  skills,  Akila  is  doing  great  things  by 

combining Western technology with Amazonian,” Diana said. “She’s installed 

some marvelous additions to the Invisible Jet.”

“Yeah yeah,  and I was Shim’Tar for about sixty seconds. I’m not really 

Amazon material.”

Diana gave her a warm smile as she pulled up another chair to her desk. 

“Whether or not you admit it, you are Amazon through and through, sweetie. 

What brings you here this afternoon, away from your  lab? You must  see it 

sometime, Micah. Some of the things there will make your hair stand on end– 

literally.”

A flush of pride washed over the girl’s face for a moment, and she covered 

it up by finishing off the donut in one large gulp. They waited for her to be able 

to speak, which obviously was a beat or four longer than she’d anticipated. 

This time her flush was one of embarrassment.

“I heard you might have come up against some techno-magic,” she finally 

managed.  She  licked  her  fingers  to  distract  them  from her  face,  with  the 

opposite effect.

Diana straightened. “Yes. We even have a token left from one encounter.”

“You sure? It’s techno-magic?”

“Triggered with a cell.”

Akila pressed her lips together. “Likely, though not guaranteed.”

“I’ll get it for you.” Diana began to rummage through the desk’s drawers.

The girl’s face brightened into a radiance that made her beautiful. “Thanks! 

I’ll take good care of it.”

Micah was still trying to wrap his brain around all this. “So you can handle 

techno-magic,  but  Diana  can’t.  Because  she’s  magic.  Old  Magic,  and  thus 

can’t–”

“Diana’s not magic,” Akila asserted.

“But I thought…” Micah looked from one to the other.

“I was born through Old Magic. You could say that of all the Themiscyran 

Amazons.” Diana patted his hand. “After my birth I was one hundred percent 



Amazon. Or human. We’re very close, just a matter of our chromosomes not 

reflecting the variety of dual parentage. Other than that…” She shrugged.

“They why do you and computers–”

“Diana is a magnet,” Akila said quickly.

“A trouble magnet. I knew that,” Micah said as Diana frowned at him.

“No, she’s… she’s… She’s like a needle,” Akila finally decided. “You take 

a plain, ordinary needle and rub it across a magnet  the right way,  the right 

amount of times, and the needle becomes magnetized.”

“Diana’s a needle,” Micah said slowly.

Akila did not hide her impatience well. “The Champion has been exposed 

to powerful, high-level magic since she’s become Champion. Possibly due to 

her own magical birth, although my theory is that it is merely the result of her 

job, she’s beginning to attract magic here in the Outer World. It would seem 

this includes techno-magic.”

Diana’s mouth opened and closed. “Me?”

“Don’t get excited, Princess. When the others have been here as long as you 

have, we’ll see if this happens to them. Hm. The time lapse since their births 

may negate the effect. Anyway. All this means is that if magic’s in the area, it 

might start accumulating around you. Enough builds up and– poof!– static.”

“So I can’t actually utilize it.”

“It’s not you; it’s around you. If that cloud of shifting magical possibilities 

polarizes the right way, it interferes with things like tech, things that are getting 

close to the boundary of techno-magic. Maybe other kinds as well. I haven’t 

really  studied  it.”  With  that,  Akila  produced  another  donut  from a  greasy 

pocket and began to work energetically on it.

Diana and Micah looked at each other. “This is news to me,” Diana said.

Akila let out a theatrical huff of disapproval, which involved spraying bits 

of sugar.  “I see I’ll  have to arrange a lecture. You can invite all  your  cape 

friends. I have theorized that over-exposure to Old Magic was responsible for 

the rise of the first human magic users. It was accident on their part, practically 

a coincidence.
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“Techno-magic,” she continued, “is techno because it’s run by machinery. 

It requires a different mindset, a different way of working with the world, than 

humans can conceive.”

“But Darkseid… Diana says that Darkseid can use it,” Micah offered.

“Darkseid has altered the way he comprehends the universe by following 

the  inhuman  philosophy  of  Anti-Life,”  Akila  declared.  “After  hundreds  or 

perhaps thousands of years  of  doing so,  he no longer thinks entirely like a 

human.  He thinks  that  makes  him a  god,  when he’s  actually just  a  human 

anomaly. He’s a cape with over-enthusiastic PR.

“His people– the ones who use techno-magic– have to operate it through 

semi-sentient  mechanical  devices.  Most  of  those  are  hand-helds,  called 

‘Mother Boxes.’ The human instructs the Mother Box to create the magic. The 

Box  can’t  produce  ordinary  magic,  as  that  requires  a  human’s  or  a  god’s 

control. But the Boxes do techno-magic easily.”

“Okay,” Diana finally said, soaking it in. “That… makes sense. Thank you, 

Akila.”

“Really, it’s so simple. I’m surprised you Themies never figured it out.”

“We were waiting for you to explain it to us.”

That made Akila smile in spite of herself. Quickly she wiped it off her face. 

“So you’ll give me this techno-magic thing?”

Micah  reached for  the  pillowcase  Diana  had  retrieved  and  handed it  to 

Akila.

“Pillowcase,” Akila observed dryly.

“It’s cotton,” Diana said. “All natural. I didn’t have time to weave a magic-

resistant bag from moly and agrimony.”

“No. But in the future…”

“We have some moly blankets somewhere around here. I should really pack 

some in the jet to have them ready in emergencies. But for now, the piece is 

inside an organic cotton pillowcase.”

“Which is a fair enough insulator on the run, I suppose. Oh, very good, 

Diana.” Akila clutched the material in her hands as if she’d just snatched the 

Hope Diamond from the Smithsonian.  Without  warning,  she ran out  of  the 

room. “I’ll start working on it after I talk with Miliza.”



“Darling, we need the information quickly!” Diana called behind her. “She 

probably didn’t hear that.”

“Should I be concerned that you gave that to her?”

“Actually, she’s the one I had in mind. Though I hope Pythia is supervising 

her. Actually, I hope many people are supervising her on a number of levels. 

Poor darling; such emotional scars.”

Paco peeked around the door to the office. He cleared his throat and said, 

“Your highness.”

Micah jumped. He hadn’t noticed him. Diana looked up.

“The event tonight begins at eight. The ambassador thought you might need 

reminding,” the young man said.

“Right. We do tend to get caught up.” Diana glanced at the clock on her 

wall. “Thanks, darling. We need to get things done before then.”

“Let me drive.”

The  spiffy  red  convertible  zipped  through  Beltline  traffic  like  butter 

skidding across a hot griddle. They headed generally north, toward Baltimore.

Donna scowled. “My gods, you sound just like Di. No.”

“Watch out for that truck!” Micah clamped his hands over his head and 

ducked within the confines of his seatbelt. “Cheez, you’re crazy!”

“And you’ve seen my sister pilot? You said you wanted to be quick about 

this.”

“Can we put the roof up at least?” Micah begged. “Does this thing have a 

roof? I want a roof with a roll bar. I want a helmet!”

“It’s cooler without a roof. I’m leaving it down. Besides, we have extra drag 

now. It gives more complete test results this way.”

“Test results?”

Donna reached past  him to open the glove compartment,  where  a small 

computer screen recorded speed, fuel consumption, stability, tire pressure, and 

more esoteric info.

Slowly Micah straightened in  his  seat  as  Donna’s  driving became more 

sedate, possibly even legal. The beltline stretched out in front of them, nearly 
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empty for at least a quarter mile. He could see a police car at the back of the 

traffic ahead of them.

“Are you always such a scaredy-cat, Mr. Rains?” Donna asked sweetly.

“Only when I’m around maniacs.  Other  times,  I’m quite  manly.  Do all 

superheroes get great transportation?”

“Only if they know multi-gazillionnaires who are heavy into R&D über-

vehicle production.”

“Like…?”

“Loren Jupiter. Of Jupiter Labs.”

Micah let out a low whistle. “You know the guy?”

Donna  laughed.  “He  oversaw  the  Teen  Titans  for  a  while,  back  when. 

Financed us. Mentored us a bit.” She shrugged. “Actually, he left us alone most 

of the time, gave us the luxury of figuring out life for ourselves. These days we 

do a little back and forth.” Giving a grin she added, “Uncle Loren.”

That made Micah laugh as well. He glanced at Donna but had to look away. 

At this speed with her hair streaming back, she had a tendency to leave a dark, 

starry afterimage. It seemed like the universe trailed behind her, like he was 

looking out into infinite space.

“So you, ah, know the Titans.”

“Heck, I know everyone– every cape, that is, not just the Titans. Go on, 

name someone. I know them.”

“Superman.”

She gave a huge laugh. “Everyone knows  him. Once you get to a certain 

level, it’s pretty much a prerequisite. There’s a line of capes waiting to shake 

his hand.”

The cop ahead had pulled off at an exit. Micah winced as their car now 

zipped past the line of vehicles that had once been so far away.

“Oh come on, my driving’s not that bad.”

“Have you taken a survey on that? Asked any of your cape pals?”

“I’m an Amazon and more than a bit goddess. Trust me.”

“What, do I pray to you?”

She checked her rear-view mirror and then turned to smile at him. “This is a 

non-denominational car. Pray to the god of your choice.”



“Okay, I will. So. How often do you visit Di? I don’t see you two together 

much.”

“We get together when we can. Usually it’s me coming to see her. You 

know Di. She never takes a vacation.”

“I’d noticed. A real workaholic.”

“That’s because if she didn’t keep an eye on things, didn’t keep everything 

under her thumb, the entire cosmos would fall apart.”

Micah chuckled. “She’s not as bad as all that.”

“Isn’t she? Granted, to my knowledge she’s saved the world twice in the 

past six months, and stopped about three wars. But the girl doesn’t know how 

to power down. She’s never taken a break, not voluntarily. Not since she got 

the gig as Wondie.”

“Never?  I  thought– There was a month when they said she was finding 

herself. When you wore the spangles.”

“She was waging war in Hades, allied with the Dread Queen Persephone to 

restore the balance of creation,” Donna said. “Di made sure I had all requisite 

info before she took off. I’ve never worked so hard in my life. Didn’t take a 

day  off  during  the  entire  time,  and  by  the  end  I  was  doing  some  serious 

flubbing. Had to call in some friends to help.”

“But you made quite a name for yourself during that time.”

“That’s not what I’m after. I’m Lady Troy, not Wonder Woman, and I’m 

perfectly happy to be that.” She wrenched the car to the right, cut across two 

lanes, and then whipped it to the left to position in front of a semi that objected 

strongly with a blast of horn. “Something’s got to be done about Di.”

“Uh. Uh. Where’s my stomach? What about Diana?”

“She’s messing up.”

Micah checked to make sure Donna wasn’t joking. Her forehead creased as 

she kept to her course.

“Diana?”

Donna nodded. “I saw some footage last week, her with the League over in 

Pakistan.”

“Pakistan? I saw that. She seemed fine to me. They won.”

“Only an Amazon would notice. Little things.”
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“Well…”

“And once she flubbed a lasso throw.”

“The lasso?” Micah blurted.  “That  lasso’s  practically a  part  of  her.  She 

never misses.” He grabbed the side door as he saw Donna reach low to her 

right.

The  section  of  road  they’d  been  on  was  empty.  Now  Donna  hit  the 

emergency brake, spun the car in two full circles, and came out of it at full 

speed.

Something  in  the  glove  compartment  pinged  angrily.  Micah’s  stomach 

wanted to do more than that. A glance in the rear-view mirror showed the car 

hadn’t left any incriminating skid marks.

Donna said, “I called Tekla. She checked with the embassy staff, studied 

some recent footage, and then contacted Mother. We all agree. Diana’s going 

to burn herself out soon unless we find a way to get her to take a break. I hate 

to admit it, but the world really won’t survive long if Wonder Woman starts to 

mess up.”

It  took  a  moment  for  Micah  to  absorb  it  all.  After  his  heart  slowed  to 

normal, he asked, “You have a plan? For after we get through this Coin mess?”

“I do. I told my team I was taking time off. They think I’m relaxing, but I 

have a specific mission in mind.”

“Specific, eh? Skiing, surfing, sun-tanning?”

“I’m going to see to it that Di gets seriously laid. By a man.” Donna’s eyes 

met Micah’s gaze in the car mirror. “What a nice surprise that you decided to 

visit.”

“I, ah… Ah…”

“She’s made the worst choices in men.  I think it’s  because of the entire 

Champion of the Amazons bit. She feels she has to fix the world, so she starts 

hanging around with possibles who need fixing.” Donna sighed. “Major fixing. 

Doesn’t work out. And usually she can’t find anyone else because most men 

run screaming from the idea of bagging Wonder Woman. She’s their ideal, you 

know? Mother figure,  sister  figure,  spirit  of  truth,  all  that  crap.  Pardon my 

French. They don’t want her to step down from that pedestal they have her on.”

“Yeah, I noticed the pedestal,” Micah muttered.



“She’s not lesbian, you know. Those rumors are–” Donna shrugged. “Well, 

there was some experimentation long ago. Doesn’t count that much. You’re not 

gay. Not involved in a relationship right now. I checked.”

“Oh man.”

“A man of few words. I’m sure Di likes that, just as long as you take orders 

well. I don’t think she’d bring the lasso out. Not the first time.” She grinned at 

him, though her eyes were for the road ahead. “She’ll be gentle.”

“I don’t take orders. Di and me– It’s been years. She was still pretty new in 

the world. Diana said that she’d seen TV.”

“Oh good, she’s watched porn. Sometimes I wonder about her.”

“No, she’d watched detective shows with a mutual friend explaining how 

they worked. So when she first signed up with me, she informed me that she 

knew that agencies that employed both genders eventually saw those people 

having romantic affairs and getting distracted from their jobs. She told me that 

that was not part of the deal.”

“Di was a bit of a wide-eyed maroon in those days. Thank the gods I hung 

around goofy guys for so long. She’s learned since then. If nothing else, once 

we met up again I gave her a crash course in men and male relations.”

“I thought you were the younger sister?”

She gave a boisterous laugh. “We’ve traveled in different directions since I 

left the Island,” she assured him.

“And yet you turned into a hero as well.”

“Funny,  that.  It’s  not  what  was planned for  me.  Maybe  that’s  why I’m 

doing it.”

They sidled next to two cars that were separated by not much more than a 

car’s length. Donna pressed a button on the steering wheel, and the convertible 

lurched to the right, perfectly in position between the cars. Behind them, a horn 

blared along with a screech of brakes.

“Tell  me,  Micah,” Donna asked, unperturbed. “Are you and Di working 

under contract now?”

He unclutched his grip on the door. “No. Wait, yes. Yes, until this case is 

over.”
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“It shouldn’t take long to wrap up. It’s a real pleasure to know you, Micah 

Rains. I do hope you’ll be sticking around for a while.”



C H A P T E R

9

or Diana it  had been a busy and frustrating day of catching up on 

business.  There  was  always  something–  lots  of  it.  Most  was  not 

mundane, but rather decisions that would change people’s lives for the 

better: checking on the status of hospitals she’d helped build in South America, 

women’s shelters in the Mid-East, a joint project in Bangladesh with Amazon 

and Dutch engineering.

F
At last she had a few moments to herself. Diana told her staff to hold her 

calls  and walked around her office,  closing its  doors,  extinguishing electric 

lights and drawing drapes.  She even turned off  the soft  jazz that  had been 

playing.

In the office’s side alcove, she poured a measure of perfume onto an altar 

shaped like an open scallop shell.  Like her mother,  Diana loved wandering 

beaches. The simple beauty of a scallop shell was her favorite. She’d had the 

altar  sculpted  by  Meda,  who  had  endowed  it  with  additional  meaning  by 

making it a gift.

Now Diana sat  in  tailor  fashion before it.  Lit  candles  flanked the bowl, 

illuminating only a few feet of the darkened room. Two four-foot statues stood 

behind the scallop altar:  those of Athena, goddess of wisdom and defensive 

battle;  and  of  Aphrodite,  whom the  Amazons  worshipped in  her  aspect  as 

goddess of the beauty of the world and love in all its forms. It was primarily to 

the latter that Diana prayed this afternoon.
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“Do not allow me to be distracted by him,” she whispered as she placed two 

roses upon the altar to rest in the sweet perfume. “I thank you for letting me 

know him, Aphrodite, but you know that I must focus on my mission. I must 

not expose others to dangers if I can help it.”

Micah’s abrupt return to her life spiked a matching rush of feelings she’d 

had toward him.  Within her joyous surprise at seeing him again, she found 

herself  excited by his presence… and concerned. Her emotions were sorely 

tangled and at odds with her duties.

“Wise  Athena,  temper  her  decision.  Let  us  work  together  well.  Let  us 

accomplish our  task.  Let  him not  be  hurt  by anything along the way.  And 

please, don’t let me be distracted by his… hair.” Diana’s lips curved ever so 

slightly,  her  eyelids  languidly  drooping.  “And  the  way  he  moves.  That 

wondrous  form.  He  has  a…  lovely  smile,  doesn’t  he?  And  eyes  that  can 

mesmerize the wildest prey.”

Diana  shook  her  head  violently  and  blinked.  “As  I  was  saying,  let  us 

conduct our business in a professional manner. I can admire his skills. I can 

utilize his skills, as he can utilize mine. But nothing more. Please. Let me not 

dishonor my position.”

She lifted a candle and set the flowers aflame. Their pyre ignited the fumes 

of the perfume, which rose in the air to delight the gods. Diana watched until 

all that was left was ash.

She bowed her head. “May my offering please you, great goddesses,” she 

whispered.

That done, she puffed out the remaining candles and settled herself for the 

brief gap in her schedule to meditation or a nap, whichever came first.

What a car. Micah exulted as he cruised back to Washington. Because he’d 

taken so long, Donna had chosen to fly back and handed him the fob to that 

glorious car of hers. She had the temerity to have him raise his right hand and 

take a holy oath that he’d allow nothing to harm it.

“You might want to stop for condoms,” she told him as she left. “I haven’t 

asked Di lately about what she’s using.”



Jeez.  Still  Donna’s  razzing  couldn’t  stifle  the  thrill  of  excitement  that 

bubbled in Micah from the possibilities of that car. And in the back of his head 

another idea was growing, possibilities of a different kind.

So he might have been driving a little higher than the posted speed limit. 

Baltimore hadn’t turned up anything surprising or even that informative. More 

coins had been stolen, though none of them were particularly special.  They 

depicted various ancient gods. The descriptions of the thieves were vague but 

disconcerting: human, but big guys. Big, big guys.

The White Magician had liked his human servants to be of extraordinary 

bulk.

But Dr. Fate said it wasn’t the White Magician. Who else could it be?

It was a beautiful if warm day, so he didn’t mind the wind blasting through 

his hair.  The sound system in this  beauty could be clearly heard above the 

noise around him. This thing ran like silk; the engine was silent.

He couldn’t figure what ran the car. There was no gas or battery gauge. The 

only monetary thing he had to worry about on this trip was stopping for a quick 

burger and a drink, for which the car had a normal holder, and… toll booths 

ahead. Since he didn’t have an E-ZPass, he aimed for the exact change lane 

and slowed, hoping he had just that.

It took some time to count it out, but Micah tossed it into the collection 

basket and waited for the light ahead to change to green.

And waited.

His coins shot back out from the basket. A lucky wave of his hand deflected 

one from hitting his face.

Then more coins emptied into the basket from within, only to fountain up 

and out. They showered onto the car.

From his ducked position,  holding his jacket  over him like an umbrella, 

Micah noticed the next booth over, a manned booth, was also being battered 

with coins of its own. A tiny section of his brain noted there were no bills 

involved.

Instead of honking, the drivers of the cars behind him got out and began 

grabbing for all they could hold.
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Micah called 911. He hoped Donna wouldn’t be too mad about what the 

coins were doing to her paint job.

If she’d had her preference, Donna would be out test-driving that crazy mad 

car this lovely afternoon. Maybe checking out some clubs and guys along the 

way, though it was too early for interesting action.

Almost anything would be better than this.

Stakeouts were her least favorite activity.  Stakeouts for two days  in row 

were worse. Mortals could do it  by sitting in a car,  listening to music, and 

scratching out a crossword puzzle on a smart phone to pass the time.  They 

could eat, they could drink, they could talk to a partner to keep awake.

But that wasn’t the Amazon way,  and she had to admit that the Amazon 

way was far superior when things got rough. Though it was less comfortable. 

Still, volunteering to do this had been the only way to make sure Diana’s time 

was freed up more so she could spend it with Micah.

In her  famous  night-spangled halter-top bodysuit,  Donna sat  motionless. 

Her hard corner bench overlooked the special antiquities coin exhibit on the 

first floor of the Museum of American History.  The room was large, one of 

several housing the exhibit. Glass cases lining the walls showcased coins from 

around the world. Three central pedestals showed off special coins at eye-level.

Wandering visitors’ low conversations echoed from the marble walls and 

polished floor.  Occasionally  a  child  or  young  person  would come  through, 

speaking in a loud voice that shattered the calm of the exhibit. People chatting 

on their cell phones forced the occasional tour guide to speak up so they could 

be heard clearly.

Donna breathed in stillness, breathed out invisibility. She became one with 

her bench.  General  Philippis had taught  her this.  Philippis was head of the 

Amazon army, just under the command of Donna’s mother, the queen. Donna 

had  learned  by  reprimands–  and  no  one  did  more  scathingly  terrifying 

reprimands than General Phil– to drive away twitches and squirms by sheer 

force of will. In her imagination she and her silver-trimmed night-sky costume 

blended seamlessly into her environment.



Donna did not like being still. This was one reason she usually operated on 

teams and seldom as a solo: by the time trouble reached teams, it had erupted 

to  the  point  where  one  suited  up,  took  off,  punched  a  few bad  guys,  and 

returned home to have some pizza, beer, and then dance with friends.

But Di liked the whole thing from start to finish: trying to thwart trouble 

before  it  began.  Working  with  people  and  communities  who seemed  to  be 

teetering  on  the  abyss.  Following  up  afterward:  cleaning  up  the  mess, 

rebuilding (Donna liked that part too, as long as it didn’t last too long), and 

keeping an eye  on the place for  some time  to make  sure the situation was 

stable, if not improving.

Which was part of the reason why Di rarely managed a pizza party with her 

own friends.

Di was tops at what she did, but she was a workaholic. That had been the 

reason for Donna asking for a few weeks off from the Titans: to see to it that 

Di  got  some  serious  down  time.  Mother  heartily  approved,  and  would  be 

interested to hear about the return of Di’s “Micah of the Magnificent Hair.”

One of Donna’s treasured duties as Di’s younger sister was to tease her. 

That red sports car was just the thing to use as a target, and it had taken some 

trouble to get Loren Jupiter to unhook his fingers from it to lend it to her. Di 

was mad about  all  kinds of hot vehicles.  She adored the latest  techno-toys. 

She’d be crazy about this. Would Donna ever let her drive it?

Donna smiled to herself. It would be a contest between her and Di, how 

long either could hold out against the other. Wonder vs Wonder.

And now this Micah had returned to Di’s life. How very interesting. Donna 

had to struggle to stay still, not to chuckle. A couple years ago Di had told her 

about him, how curious he was. Di had still been quite new to the Outer World, 

and for a while her inexperience and devotion to her mission as Champion had 

made her resistant to fitting into male-centric society. Even so, this Micah had 

drawn her attention, first as a way she could learn new ways of investigating 

the world, second because he was a man and needed to be studied, and then 

because he was so fascinating for Di to watch.

Not  only was he cute  as a button– which Di had described in detail  as 

they’d giggled together late one night– but he was quite the dynamic type in 
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ways different from the capes Di had become acquainted with. Micah had an 

unduly high opinion of himself, yet managed by some kind of dumb luck to 

survive the most perilous of situations. Di had seen him weather torture and 

still have shards of humor left to hurl at his tormenters.

Di had been intrigued. And Donna had been so disappointed when her sister 

had fled Boston for the West Coast, even though that meant that at the time the 

two could be close together again.

The serious Diana needed a fling. She needed to kick back and forget her 

position as Champion– Wonder Woman– every once in a while. She needed 

balance in her life, some fun to refill her well of being so she could return to 

duty as an even better Champion.

The person who was going to accomplish this for her was Donna. And one 

of the tools Donna was going to use just might be a well-coiffed man named 

Micah Rains.

Donna fought another chuckle that might have a giggle at its core and sank 

back  into  the  watchful  silence  of  an  Amazon  stakeout.  People  passed  her 

without  noticing.  If  they had studied her  for  some  hours,  they might  have 

noticed the starlight in her black costume move ever so slightly across her, as if 

it were truly a part of the night sky over a revolving Earth. There was Cygnus; 

there was Aquila. But Donna was here, one with the room.

So she didn’t flinch when she spotted the familiar figure enter with a small 

group of visitors. He was late twenties, dusky skin, tall, slender as a greyhound 

and with that animal’s ease of motion. His expensive, perfectly tailored Italian 

suit and fedora were an immaculate charcoal gray; his dark hair styled in the 

latest chic but conservative fashion. Though he was indoors, he wore triangle-

shaped sunglasses. An unfortunate soul patch decorated his chin. Even so, he’d 

probably make a terrific model for one of her fashion shoots, but he’d chosen 

another profession.

Angelo Bend charmed people. He was stylish, he was polite. He was tricky. 

Donna wondered if his name were truly “Angelo Bend,” as it tied so neatly into 

his famous gimmick. He had often involved himself on the wrong side of the 

law when it came to the Wonders. He boasted he held all the angles when it 

came to his thievery, yet they’d still managed to haul him off to jail every time 



they’d  discovered  him.  His  crafty  lawyers  kept  his  sentences  short  or 

nonexistent.

He claimed to have stolen the mysterious Angler from Darkseid himself. 

That was highly unlikely, though the laptop-sized Angler, a Penrose triangle– a 

device whose very structure twisted through dimensions unnaturally,  like an 

Escher print– did exhibit the techno-magic that Darkseid and some of the New 

Gods employed.

Even more unlikely was that  Darkseid would have let  either him or the 

Angler escape once he discovered it missing. The Angler had to be from some 

other source, though Darkseid always made for a thrilling tale. Why, Angelo 

had even dubbed himself “Angle Man” because of it.

On  rare  occasion  he’d  utilized  one  of  the  uglier  cape  costumes  in 

villaindom.  Donna  thought  that  might  have  been  peer  pressure  from other 

criminals,  because Angelo loved his fashion. Last year his Angler had been 

stolen and utilized by a violent impersonator who used that costume, but word 

was  that  Bend  had  retrieved  his  bauble  and  delivered  rough justice  to  his 

would-be usurper. Donna didn’t object to this since there was no real evidence 

for a court case. Less work for her, and the world was left a slightly safer place.

The Angler could warp things: perceptions, space, maybe time… In theory, 

Angelo could even travel dimensions with it. He used it primarily for criminal 

entry and escape, as well as creating confusion. If Donna were to catch him, 

she’d have to take him before he could reach the device. If she didn’t manage 

that, her new lasso might be able to sap the power from it. She’d never tried 

that before with the Angler. It was powerful juju, but then, so was her lasso. 

That  was composed of solid woven streams of moonlight,  infused with the 

mighty Ancient Magic of such that had inspired mankind for millennia.

First she had to know what Bend was up to. What was his angle?

Slowly Donna eased her lasso into her right hand, willing its energy level to 

bottom out so it didn’t glow silver. She kept her movements minimal, aware of 

all the reflective surfaces in the room. She was a trickle of water in a river, not 

to be noticed.

Angelo remained along the outer edge of the tour group. He mimicked their 

actions  as  they  peered  at  this  display and  that,  pointing  out  an  occasional 
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feature. A little girl whined about how boring the place was, and couldn’t they 

go to  the  Hard Rock Cafe  instead?  They had  games  there.  She  never  saw 

Donna as she passed by.

The group and its hangers-on eventually left the room, and no new group 

appeared. It was just Angelo now. He straightened from his hunched peering 

tourist act, stretched his back, then strode over to the central display. There the 

Coin of Power was kept on a pedestal, safe within an acrylic cube. Small signs 

wrapped the perimeter giving the coin’s history.  The museum had helpfully 

added a large magnifying glass over the coin so visitors could study minute 

details. He tipped up his sunglasses so he could more clearly see.

“Grants monetary blessings… Creates luck in money matters… May even 

create more coins out of nothingness,” Angelo read aloud. “Interessante.” He 

walked to the other side to read the signage there, and when he looked back up 

at the coin, there stood Donna. A length of her lasso encircled him.

“Hello, Angelo,” she purred.

“Wonder Girl!”

“It’s ‘Lady Troy’ now. Where is it?”

“Ah, Lady Troy. So much better than that ‘Troia’ the Western news saddled 

you with. You do know what that means in Italian, no?”

“I do. Now, where’s the Angler? I’d like to borrow it for a while. Like a 

few years.”

Angelo shook his head. “You’d only put it in storage. My Angler, she likes 

to be used. It keeps her young.”

“I can wrap you up like a mummy,” Donna warned him. “You wouldn’t 

like it when I lowered your energy levels. The Angler, please.”

Behind Donna someone shrieked in deafening decibels. “Wonder Girl! It’s 

Wonder Girl! Eee!”

Despite her priorities, Donna glanced around to see a group of three high 

school-age students,  two boys and a girl, trot into the room. “Get out!” she 

ordered. “Stay back!”

Instead,  they  rushed  to  her.  One  of  the  boys  stepped  between  her  and 

Angelo to take pictures with his phone.



It  only took that  instant  for  Angelo to  bring  his  Angler  into full  three-

dimensionality in his hand, where it had been all  the time. He pointed it at 

himself, and he reappeared three feet away, behind the tourists.

Donna  cursed  and  pushed  the  students  away.  Two fell  onto  their  butts, 

skidding a few feet across the tile. “Get the hell out!”

“Gladly, sweet lady,” Angelo told her. He pointed the Angler at the coin. It 

vanished and reappeared in his free hand. Then, a millisecond before Donna 

could reach him, he vanished as well.

“You pushed me!” the girl accused her. “I’ll sue!”

Donna whirled on her. “And I could have you arrested for aiding a known 

criminal. Idiot!”

She stalked out of the room. Thank all the goddesses General Phil wasn’t 

here.

It was almost evening when Micah quit Diana’s office to wander out onto 

the  back  patio  of  the  embassy  and  stretch  the  muscles  in  his  back  and 

shoulders. His brain buzzed with too much information.

Toll  booths  as  well  as  vending machines  encircling Washington had all 

experienced coin eruptions at the same moment his did.

The White Magician had been subtle in his  own fashion,  Micah mused. 

Unsubtle to those who knew what he was about, though. And he did like to 

brag. Was that what it was, maybe a dare to Diana? Despite what Dr. Fate had 

seen– or  not  seen– was  Randolph  still  alive?  Or  had  some  other  wannabe 

magician’s spell gotten out of control?

Diana’s  apps had clearly shown that  all  the Wall  Street  agencies  they’d 

visited were showing mysterious account fluxes, some emerging in the red and 

some in the black. There didn’t seem to be any pattern in who was profiting off 

the scheme, but Micah did garner a few pages of account holder names that had 

been mentioned more than twice in boardrooms.

None of them were “Randolph.”

But this coin thing was clearly magic. The financial accounts? Might be; 

might  not.  Some  of  the  accounts  mentioned  had been huge ones,  and now 
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Micah agreed that if more international account snafus popped up, this G-20 

thing might reveal more info. Or not.

The air was cooler on the patio than it was outside in front of the embassy, 

though the sun was in the same low position in the sky. The coolness might 

have come from the lawn being recently watered. Dew glistened on the grass, 

and a hose lay coiled nearby.  Some rakes and shovels had been propped up 

against the wall. The landscapers had not yet returned to clean up.

Birds gathered around a feeding station along the side of the building. In the 

middle  distance a herd of deer-like creatures strolled through a grassy dell. 

Micah didn’t  know from deer.  For all  his urban brain knew, they might  be 

Santa’s reindeer. Whichever, they didn’t seem to be bothered by the group of 

four Amazons who were gardening in a small, fenced plot nearby, getting in 

some late-day weed-pulling. Beyond them Micah could see a pair of horns on 

top of a largish dark body, half-hidden among some bushes. Maybe that was 

Chef Ferdinand, grazing.

With her hair wrapped in a towel, Diana leisurely lounged in a fuzzy robe at 

a metal patio table watching Paco and an Amazon guard. Painted lines formed 

a circle on a drier spot of lawn, a game area. In slow motion, the armored Paco 

and the guard attacked each other with swords. Micah was pleasantly surprised. 

Despite Paco’s narrow frame he seemed to wield the heavy weapon well. His 

opponent was obviously taking it easy with him, but even so Paco managed a 

lot better than Micah thought he himself would do. Guns were Micah’s weapon 

of choice.

Grasping his sword with both hands, Paco brought it around low and then 

up, where it clanged against the Amazon’s easy riposte.

“Hola!” Diana cheered. “Watch for it now–”

Paco caught the slo mo countermove.

“Flat of the blade,” Diana instructed.

He twisted the sword so it presented its broad side to the attack, pushing his 

attacker’s sword away.

“Well done,” the opponent said as she lowered her sword.

Paco grinned and bowed to his opponent before he dared to look over at 

Diana. Resting his sword on its point on the ground, he leaned on it with just 



the slightest swagger. His opponent sheathed her own sword and motioned for 

him to do the same.

“You’ll ruin it that way, bro,” she said.

After two attempts, Paco’s sword finally eased into his own scabbard. With 

some effort he managed to divest himself of the long metal vest, bracers and 

helmet that seemed to be safety equipment for the session. He wobbled over 

and sank into the  seat  by Diana’s  side.  His  black T-shirt  was soaked with 

sweat.

“I think I’m getting the hang of this.” He blew out a long breath. “Well, 

maybe in a few more months.”

“That is too weird,” Micah told him as he took one of the remaining seats. 

“What are you ever going to use swords for?”

“It’s not the weapon that matters,” Diana told him. “It’s the mindset, the 

attitude of using a weapon and anticipating an adversary. Strategy. Focus. Paco 

has requested Amazon Training. This is an introduction to it.”

“A sort of preschool for Training,” the Amazon said as she joined them. 

She put her feet up on the table and leaned far back in her chair as she pulled 

her  helmet  off.  Micah  recalled  that  her  name  was  Eudia,  the  guard  who’d 

challenged him when he’d  first  arrived.  Now without  her  helmet  he  could 

clearly  see  her  Aboriginal  features  and  kinky  black  hair.  Were  there  any 

Amazons that weren’t  babes? Or was it their confidence and joy that made 

them so?

She nodded at him. “So many Outer World pundits believe that fighting is 

the only thing Amazons care about. Our military techniques are only used as a 

last resort. Our primary goal is win-win. If not that, then win-rehabilitate.”

Diana unwound the towel from her hair and picked up a wide-toothed comb 

to attend to herself. Using an elbow, she indicated a tray of tidbits on the table. 

“Snacks,” she told Micah. “Dinner may be at nine-thirty, but remember they’ll 

have hors d’oeuvres beforehand.”

Both  men  and  Eudia  took  advantage  of  the  fruit.  “Amazon  Training?” 

Micah asked Paco thoughtfully as he popped some dried banana slices in his 

mouth.
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Paco raised a defiant eyebrow at him. “Absolutely. It’s already made me a 

better worker around here. My memory’s sharper. I’m more organized.”

“He’s more outgoing,” Diana said with a smile. “Oh, our brother Paco was 

so shy when he first showed up at our doorstep!”

“Wrapped in baby swaddling,” Micah guessed.

“Answering an ad on Indeed,” Paco corrected him with a wagged finger. 

“The  Amazons  wanted  people  from  the  Outer  World  to  fill  out  embassy 

staffing. And to provide insight into how we think.”

“They let you in?” Micah asked, unconvinced. Even as he said it, he wanted 

to clarify. “A man?” He didn’t need gaydar to know that Paco was gay. He 

didn’t want him to think he was homophobic. He wasn’t, but too many people 

were and used that as an excuse to discriminate.

“Paradise  Island  has  been  open  to  men  for  the  past  four  years,”  Paco 

informed him. “Aggressively so for the past year, ever since they started the 

Multiversity. It’s said that already the students outnumber the native population 

five to one. And there are four other men here on staff.”

“Paco has been a great addition to the embassy.”  Diana reached over to 

touch his hand. “We love him for his energy, for his cleverness, but mostly for 

his almost illegal wiliness. He can slide business behind the back of just about 

anyone who’d love to obstruct it.”

“Almost illegal?” Micah chuckled.

“Haven’t been caught yet.”

“A  true  diplomatic  artist,”  Eudia  said  with  pride.  “And  not  so  bad  at 

learning martial skills. I can remember someone who took forever to do that.”

Without warning, she flung her helmet directly at Diana.

Diana had been patting her hair dry with the towel, but caught the helmet 

even as the throw registered in Micah’s brain.

Eudia flung herself out of her chair to grab a broom that had been lying 

against the building’s wall. She wielded it like a sword for a moment and then 

took it in both hands like a quarterstaff. She grinned at Diana.

It took Diana less than a moment to drop her towel, leap to her feet, and use 

her chair as a shield. “Bring it on!” she cried in delight.



Eudia poked her staff at Diana, but Diana forced it down at an angle. Eudia 

snapped the end off and brandished it as a short sword, rattling the legs of 

Diana’s chair before swooping in from below, to strike up. Dropping her chair, 

Diana rolled away from the weapon. She reached for the length of garden hose. 

With four yanks, she continued a rolling lope as she gathered the hose.

Eudia kept swiping at her, but Diana jumped above her thrusts. The water 

was still on, and when Diana reached the hose’s end, she turned it full-force on 

Eudia.

A furled patio umbrella flew by like a javelin to impale itself just in front of 

Eudia. The force of the impact knocked it open, shielding her from the water.

“Oh ho, cheaters!” Diana bellowed. Another Amazon, Tia, bore down on 

her, running while steering a wheelbarrow. The aim was obviously to scoop up 

Diana in it. Diana shot her with the water, but she kept coming, zigzagging to 

keep up with the princess.

Eudia broke the umbrella in two on her knee. “Outnumbered, Champion!” 

she razzed and then threw one piece overhand so it spun toward Diana. Still 

running, Diana dropped the hose and grabbed the base of a metal birdbath to 

use as a bat to fend off the missile. As she did so, Tia leaped and came down in 

a flying crossbody block, knocking Diana to the ground.

“Gorgon spit!”

Tia laughed. “I was wrestling champion for some thirty years.”

And yet Diana seemed to be gaining ground, forcing her off herself, when 

Eudia joined the pileup.

Paco  turned  to  Micah.  “Gorgeous  women  mud-wrestling.  And  it’s  free. 

God, I love the Amazons.”

Micah just gulped and tried to think of ice-cold water. These women didn’t 

care  if  their  clothes  went  askew.  They  crawled  all  over  each  other,  limbs 

intertwined. Sweaty, muddy, laughing and excited. He couldn’t take his eyes 

from them.

It  didn’t  help  that  the  gardeners  had  noticed  the  melee  and  were  now 

rushing up the slope to join in. Somehow in the midst of trying to flatten each 

other they formed teams. One Amazon stood to blast them all with that high-
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powered hose. The net result was soaked Amazons and a grassy plot of mud, 

which soon covered them all.

“Tch, tch.”

The men turned to see the ambassador standing there, surveying the riot, 

both hands curled into fists on her hips. She glanced over to Micah. “Diana and 

you have that formal dinner, don’t you, dear?”

“I think we need to leave in a while,” Micah told her. Dinner could wait. 

This show came first.

She shook her  hairy head and made  an ursine  sneer.  “Tia,  Janestra  and 

Calyce  also  have  appointments  tonight.  Time  to  break  this  up.  Paco,  dear, 

could you help?”

“I, ah, oh, okay. What do you–”

Before he could say another word, Tekla scooped him up and hurled him at 

one side of the pile.  In mid-air he broke into freefall  position, letting out a 

“Geronimo!”

Tekla  surveyed  the  results,  but  they seemed  almost  the  same  as  before, 

except that Paco’s yelps now interspersed with the shrieks of the women.

“Elbow! In my! Eye!” one of the women bawled. It might have been Diana.

Tekla let out a theatrical sigh. Then she took three heavy bounds across the 

lawn  and  leapt,  arms  outspread,  to  land  on  the  very  top  of  the  pile.  She 

bellowed like a rabid bear, her roar echoing across the landscape. “Let’s see 

you  get  away from this!” she yelled  when she’d targeted some unfortunate 

Amazons. Under her tunic, her back clearly rolled in ursine waves of power.

Micah noted that she’d aimed herself at the other side of the pile from Paco. 

That descent would likely have killed him.

He also saw that she was careful of her claws, but she dug in, wriggled and 

squashed the ladies before she wrenched them from each other. She threw them 

into separate “corners” of the lawn, where they sat panting. Tekla grinned at 

them, her bear-tongue lolling before she let out a huge laugh. “What a bunch of 

jock straps. You’re out of practice! I think we need to stage a wrestling tourney 

for the end of the week, just to make sure we stay in shape.”

“A tourney?” Eudia asked, perking up. “I can win it easily. You took me by 

surprise, sister.”



“The hell I did,” Tekla rumbled. “Ten coins on Tia.”

“What kind of coins?”

Tekla shrugged. “Whatever. Dollar coins. Ten dollars on Tia. Diana, can I 

borrow ten dollars?”

“May. ‘May I borrow.’ And you’ll just owe me after I win.”

Tekla guffawed. “Perhaps I’ll enter, to show you all how it’s done.” She 

surveyed the damage done to the lawn. “Tomorrow we will clean this up. Not 

tonight.  Tonight  you  losers will  drink and consider your  ineptitude! Except 

those who have appointments. Let those sisters leave to get ready now.”

The various Amazons dragged themselves up to the patio, including Diana. 

Her right eye was already surrounded by a spectacular bruise. “I’m so sorry 

you had to watch that,” she told Micah.

“Actually, it was my pleas–”

A handful of mud caught him in mid-syllable as well as mid-face.

“I mean,” Diana chuckled, mud dripping from her left hand, “sorry that you 

had to watch and not participate. I think the others didn’t want the possibility 

of insulting a guest. Oh dear, now you’ll  have to wash up too.” She almost 

managed to mask a snort.

Micah squeegeed the  mud off  his  chin.  Donna’s  words  returned to  him 

about Diana being off her game. “I thought you were Champion of all these 

people,” he complained. “Why are you the one with the black eye?”

“All-round  Champion,  yes.  There  are  many  who  are  better  than  me  in 

specific areas.”

Tia came up from behind Diana and picked some grass out of Diana’s hair. 

“Do you still have that silver link belt?” she asked. “May I borrow it?”

“Upstairs. In my closet. It’s on the shelf on the right.”

Tia ran inside. “How about those turquoise earrings?” Janestra asked as she 

passed them.

“In my jewelry cabinet. They’re Agrippe’s anyway.  It’s probably time to 

get them back to her.”

“Will do.” And Janestra trotted off after Tia.

Diana gathered up her forgotten towel and rubbed her hair. The towel came 

away  with  a  generous  spattering  of  mud  and  grass.  She  grimaced  at  it. 
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“Another shower for me,” she said. “I’ll have to step things up. Shouldn’t take 

more than a half-hour.”

“Which means an hour,” Paco confided to Micah. The intern now seemed 

slow to move,  except  when he collapsed into one of the patio chairs.  Mud 

slopped off him.

“Forty-five minutes  max,”  Diana countered archly.  Paco tipped his head 

back and tried to catch his breath. She laughed at him.

“Diana!” the call came from far inside the building, but still carried well. 

“It’s not here!”

Diana  rolled  her  eyes  at  the  men.  “It  is  so.  I’m  told  I  am obsessively 

organized; I know where my things are. But sometimes Tia gets excited and 

can’t see what’s right in front of her.”

“She’s going out tonight with that guy she’s been seeing,” Paco tattled.

“That explains that.” With a show of weariness, Diana got up from her chair 

and made her way inside. “I’m coming, sister!” she called.
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icah grabbed her forgotten towel and began working on cleaning 

himself after she’d gone. He turned to Paco. “That’s something I 

don’t get. All this ‘sister’ stuff. Tia isn’t Diana’s sister, is she? 

Not the way Donna is.”

M
A snort caught their attention. The ambassador lay on her back, rolling back 

and forth in the mud. “Ja kei!” she exclaimed happily to herself.

“They’re all sisters,” Paco told him. “All the Amazons.” He rubbed his chin 

with a faraway look. “Except…

“Let’s see. The queen– Diana’s mother, Queen Hippolyta– she was the first 

of the Amazon race. Her and Antiope. They were not only created, but trained 

by the gods themselves  to be glorious co-rulers of  a new nation created to 

convince  mankind  to  again  revere  the  gods’  grandmother,  Gaea,  the  great 

primordial goddess– and of course the other gods as well. One of the gods, 

maybe Artemis or Gaea herself, had a whim to make the nation an all-female 

one, so it was.”

“So it shall be written; so it shall be done.”

That made Paco laugh.  “Do not  question the gods.  Then came a second 

wave  of  Amazons,  some  hundred  of  them,  who  were  trained  by  the  two 

queens. Philippis was one of those; you’ve heard of her?”

Micah nodded. “The big general. I think Diana’s scared of her.”

Paco said with a chuckle, “Philippis keeps everyone on their toes. She was 

second wave. Then after that came the third wave of a thousand. Tekla was in 
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that one. Then the final one of about ten, fifteen thousand. They were trained 

by the ones who came before them.  All of them sisters;  none of ‘em more 

important than anyone else. Except the queen, of course. You listen to them, 

and sometimes they’ll razz each other for being a few years older or younger 

than they. But they’re all about twenty-eight hundred years old.”

Micah let out a low whistle. “And then twenty-some years ago…”

“No, no,” Paco insisted before he eased back in his chair. He propped his 

feet on the table as Eudia had done. “There’s a lot between. The main thing to 

remember is that back in the beginning, many of the Amazons had families, 

had daughters  of  their  own from husbands and boyfriends  they’d  acquired, 

immigrants. Then the Amazons were attacked by Theseus’ army.”

“I thought it was Hercules.”

“He was the big-name friend of Theseus, he got all the publicity, but he left 

before the bad stuff began. There was the Great Massacre, and then came the 

Diaspora.  The  gods  exiled  the  survivors–  all  female–  to  Paradise  Island 

because they’d fought back against their conquerors. They were women. They 

weren’t  supposed  to  defend  themselves.  They  were  supposed  to  be  full 

followers of Gaea’s Way, which is pacifistic.”

“Ah yeah. I’ve heard Diana talk about Gaea’s Way.”

Paco nodded. “So the gods said, if you’re going to fight, we’ll show you 

what real war is. And they exiled them to be the sole guards against horrible 

creatures and armies that were bottled up, waiting to invade Earth from across 

dimensional  planes.  Netherworld  types.  Unimaginable  monsters.  All  out  to 

eliminate humanity and probably all other life from the world.

“One of the few stable paths that led to Earth emerged onto Paradise Island 

at a place called Doom’s Doorway. The Amazons had to learn hardcore martial 

skills quickly. They lost great numbers of their people in the battles through the 

centuries, but now they had no men to help them replenish their numbers.”

“I thought most of ‘em just hated men.”

“No, the gods exiled them from men, against their will. Add to that, Queen 

Antiope had deserted the nation before the exile, creating the Diaspora. She 

and a few others completely rejected Gaea’s Way, maybe ten percent of the 

population. Those were the Amazons who hated men, not these.”



“And that was…?”

Paco thought and then shrugged. “Ah, about fifteen years after the creation 

of the final wave of Amazons. The gods granted eternal youth to the exiled 

ones to ensure they had a permanent army set at Doom’s Doorway. Now we 

can  skip  to  the  twenty-odd  years  ago  part.  It  was  about  then  that  they 

developed a way of seeing precisely into the Outer World and found out about 

all the wars we were having, only now we had the ability to actually destroy 

the planet.

“This sent the queen into a deep funk, as well as the rest of the nation. Tekla 

says those were dark days of despair for humanity’s soul. But the gods gave 

them and the queen Diana as a gift. Plus few years later, Donna came along. 

The children injected new hope into the nation. Everyone felt that things were 

about to change.” Paco nodded his head to himself. “Both girls were adopted 

by Queen Hippolyta. But they heard their aunts and mother calling each other 

‘sister,’ and so they do as well. It’s all a huge family.”

Discreetly they turned to the west as the ambassador shucked her suit and 

showered off under the garden hose next to the eastern wall of the patio. She 

hummed loudly while doing so: “Rowl rowl rowwl…”

Micah gritted his teeth, dying to know the exact boundaries of Tekla’s bear 

half but too respectful– or afraid– to check them out. “But the real relationship 

of Diana to the other Amazons is–”

“They’re her aunts, except for the few who are her first cousins. And except 

her mother, of course, who is her adoptive mother. Donna’s her sister in an 

adoptive nuclear family way.”

“But if Diana and Donna are separate adoptions, how come they look like 

real sisters?”

Paco shrugged. “One of those things that happen when you deal with the 

gods, I suppose. Or crazy interdimensional dopple–”

An Amazon emerged onto the patio, carrying a tray of glasses and a pitcher 

of yellowish wine. She looked beyond them. “Tekla! What do you think you’re 

doing? We have a male guest!”

The ambassador muttered. From the sound of things, she started to amble 

around the far side of the building.
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 “At  least  some of  us  are  trying  to  keep up  appearances!”  the  Amazon 

called. Then in a lower voice she confided, “Good. She’s been working too 

hard. As have you.” She smiled at Paco. “I heard you had a trying but valiant 

session, my brother.”

“Not only valiant, but downright impressive,” Paco told her. He held up his 

arms in Bullets and Bracelets  position, ready to deflect gunfire on his non-

existent Amazon bracelets. “I’ll be ready for the advanced stuff soon.”

“That is Champion-level training. I tried it  twice, and only succeeded in 

getting bullets  dug out  of  my arms.  It  is  a  ballet  that  requires  the  ultimate 

melding of mind and body.”

“So you’ve given up on it?”

She laughed. “An Amazon never gives up. You ask again in ten, fifteen 

years. We’ll have lots who can do it by then. Maybe even someone who can 

best Diana.” With that, she left them alone.

“So you’re a brother now, an Amazon,” Micah mused.

“I’m one hundred percent American,” Paco insisted. “I work here. I learn 

here. I learn a helluva lot here, more than I think I’ve learned in my whole life, 

just in these few months alone.”

“But you’re a ‘brother.’ You get included in mud fights. You seem to be the 

ambassador’s  right-hand  man.  Speaking  of  which:  this  internship–  paid  or 

unpaid? Or should I ask?”

“Paid.  The  Amazons  don’t  understand  why  hard  work  wouldn’t  be 

rewarded the same as any other kind of work in the outside world. Plus they 

provide  room,  board,  and  all  this.”  He  stretched  his  arms  to  include  the 

fabulous landscape. “It’s a great deal.”

“And you get a bunch of sisters. I always enjoyed giving my sis a hard time 

when we were kids. Come to think of it, I still do.”

Paco gave him a quick, shared grin. “If you want to understand Amazons, 

you  have  to  understand  this.  The  Amazons  really  are  a  close-knit  family. 

That’s the only thing they’ve had for thousands of years. Then they come out 

here and it’s like they look at us and see us as the same thing.”

“Hunh.”



“Exactly.  Think about it. They view us all as part of their long-removed 

extended family. When they say ‘brother,’ they really mean ‘family.’ They’d 

give the shirt off their backs for us, for any of us. They’re keeping their family 

whole  and well.  When they go around helping people,  they’re  just  helping 

brothers and sisters who might be a little slow, or fallen on bad times, or made 

a decision that they’ll regret. You hold out a helping hand to your family, no 

matter how bad they are.”

“I dunno, man. I’ve got a couple rotten cousins.”

Paco shook his head. “But the Amazons could probably help that.  From 

what I’ve heard and seen, they have ways of getting people to change for the 

better.” He smiled to himself. “For some of us who never had a family that 

supported them, it’s pretty heady stuff.”

Micah took a long sip of the wine. It was crisp and bright. “Actually, that’s 

heady even if your family was all right. I worked with Diana for a while, a few 

years back.” He gave a huff. “I might have been, ah… a little erratic back then. 

Full of myself. Telling myself I was invulnerable. Bragging when I was just 

stumbling around like an idiot. But I watched Diana and, well, some of her 

professionalism might have rubbed off. Probably not as much as she’d have 

liked.”

Paco chuckled. “Probably not, but Diana can be a perfectionist at times.” 

He considered a moment. “Though I’d never say she was perfect.”

“I don’t think I could stand Diana if she were perfect. I suppose it’s a good 

thing that she nags.”

“Hear, hear.” Paco lifted his glass in a toast. “Here’s to imperfection.”

Micah clinked and they both settled muddily back in their chairs in silence.

“Are you sure about this?” Micah scratched his recently shaved chin as he 

leaned in to whisper to Diana.

She looked like a Grecian goddess in her draped gown of shimmering rose. 

Micah’s mouth went dry when he concentrated on how it clung to her curves. 

She wore her hair piled in slightly tamed waves on her head, and in it rested a 

more traditional tiara than usual, a confection of gold wires supporting a star-

shaped, burgundy-colored corundum.
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You couldn’t see the discoloration around her left eye from the mud fight 

unless  you  knew  it  was  there.  The  Amazons  had  their  own  fast-working 

medicine as well  as tricky makeup.  And those heavy black bracelets didn’t 

detract from the outfit at all. Her lasso was tightly wound around a brooch on 

her right abdomen, just a couple inches below her breast, where it looked like a 

decorative element from whence the drapery originated. Her left shoulder was 

deliciously bare.

Whereas Micah was dressed to the teeth in a tux Paco had produced. He 

tugged on his bow tie, trying to reduce its stranglehold.

“Relax,” Diana instructed out of the side of her mouth, and smiled to the 

crowd as she was introduced. She kept firm hold of Micah’s arm in case he 

decided to run.

“Her Royal Highness Diana, Crown Princess of Themiscyra and Champion 

of the Amazons. Mr. Micah Rains of Boston, Massachusetts.”

As  everyone’s  scrutiny  swung  their  way,  they  stepped  down  into  the 

spacious Victorian rotunda of the Smithsonian’s Arts and Industries Building, 

crowded with dark tuxedos, dazzling gowns, and stuffed shirts. To the side of 

the stairway were their  hosts,  the ambassador and his wife from the small, 

mountainous South American country of Quechuan. Diana introduced Micah 

to them as “a dear friend and ex-business partner from my early days here.” 

Micah  stumbled  through  a  greeting  and,  thinking  back,  gave  himself  an 

acceptable grade in deportment. He didn’t think he’d scratched himself during 

any of it.

He  kept  to  Diana’s  side.  The  Quechuan  embassy  was  showing  off  a 

collection on loan to the US’s most  famous museum,  an exhibit  that would 

open to the public the next day before it moved to Quechuan in two months. 

The theme was the changing focus of government through the ages, with an 

emphasis  on  revolutions.  Micah  wasn’t  that  familiar  with  South  American 

history, but was open to learning more as well as checking out the coin section.

That might be a target of their Magician wannabe. Then again, this event 

might  not  be targeted at  all,  and he could merely settle  for  having a fancy 

dinner in Diana’s company.



There were lots of politicos here. Washington was thick with every variety. 

Diana was trying to talk a few government types into pulling US funds from 

countries that did nothing to stop the recruitment of children as soldiers. The 

types weren’t interested in anything more substantive than catching the eye of 

one of the world’s most famous capes, and after they’d had their pictures taken 

with her, moving on. Micah guessed that Diana wouldn’t be wasting her time 

with them again.

Diana pulled him over so the photographer could get a formal shot of the 

two of them. “For your family,” she murmured. “And for me.”

She leaned against him ever so slightly but he stood straight, trying for that 

perfect James Bondian cockiness as the photographer suggested he put his arm 

around Diana’s waist while holding a wine glass in his other hand. Here he was 

with Diana.

Much too soon, the photographer turned away and they were left to wander 

the exhibition that stretched through a good portion of the site. Its scope was 

astonishing. This was an attempt to increase tourism to Quechuan, and showed 

off the best of what their museum had to offer. Armed guards stood at every 

doorway, eying the elite guests as they passed.

Micah whispered to Diana, “You sure they don’t mind me carrying?”

“I cleared it beforehand,” Diana assured him and indeed, his gun had been 

examined and okayed at the entry to this section of the hotel.  “Technically, 

you’re my bodyguard. A very handsome and elegant one.”

The weapon detectors,  of course, had gone ballistic with Diana. “I’m so 

sorry,” she’d told the guards. “It’s all the magic that surrounds me. It makes 

machinery crazy sometimes.”

She’d been quietly ushered to the side, where, behind a screen, a female 

guard had frisked her while apologizing profusely.

“Don’t worry about it,” Diana told her. “You’re doing a fine job.”

Still, once they’d moved away from the checkpoint, she leaned over and 

whispered, “Amateurs.  I  should have General Philippis teach them how it’s 

done.”

“They missed something?” Micah asked and then realized, “Of course they 

did. You’ve probably got the plane tagging behind us on an invisible leash.”
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“I am Wonder Woman,” Diana murmured matter-of-factly.

They  wandered  the  newest  display,  sometimes  intersecting  with  other 

couples to add their comments to their own about the wide range of emblems 

of rule. The East Hall specialized in the more spectacular international fare. It 

held crowns on loan from at least fifteen current countries, scepters, rings that 

had been worn by religious leaders. There were antiquities, like the Staff of 

Lady Chian, the musket of d’Artagnan, and mystic items such as the unlocking 

verge that had freed political prisoners from a Zhou Dynasty gulag.

The  South  Hall  held  various  knickknacks  scattered  between  replicas  of 

history’s famous documents of freedom: the Declaration of Independence and 

Constitution  of  the  United  States,  the  Magna  Carta,  and  Quechuan’s  own 

constitution.

“They’re making a statement about how democratic Quechuan is,” Diana 

told Micah.

“You wouldn’t think it to judge the news,” Micah replied. “Still, it’s quite a 

show, innit? The coins are in the West Hall. We should get in there.”

“If anything happens, we’re close enough. Oh, hello, so glad to see you.” 

Two couples pulled Diana away from Micah.

He fumed at them, fumed at being here instead of where any action might 

occur. But he wouldn’t leave Diana. Men were eying her. Did she have any 

notion of what they were thinking? Sure, she’d been in the world for a few 

years now, but she was still relatively new.

Did she have any serious experience with men? Was she a virgin? Micah 

knew a solution to that, but before he moved in that direction, he wanted to 

know where Diana stood on such matters.  How did you  ask a woman that 

question? He’d never had to ask before. Why was it different with Diana?

Damned pedestal.

He took a deep breath and thought of cold water– lots of cold water sluicing 

down on him like ice shards.

Might  as  well  check  out  this  room.  It  seemed  that  Diana  was  stuck  in 

conversation  across  the  way,  and  the  guards  would  keep  her  safe  enough. 

Micah leaned down to peer at a toddler-sized frog statue that was said to have 

swallowed some mythological creatures as well as a cruel Incan king.



The entire piece was one huge hunk of whitish quartz speckled with natural 

darker blue-gray patches, just like a frog might have. Precious stones pebbled 

the top half of the figure, ranging in color from blue to green, gold and orange, 

creating a stunning mosaic. Emeralds punctuated that patterning, outlined with 

seams of real gold.

The frog suddenly opened its eyes. “Bur-RUP!” it  croaked at Micah. As 

Micah jumped a foot in the air, the frog shut its eyes once more.
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icah let  out  a burst  of  profanity but  then stepped forward and 

stuck his face next to that of the stone frog. “Say that again!” he 

demanded.M
It sat there.

“¡Chuta!” a man exclaimed at his side. Micah looked up and straightened to 

be eye-to-eye with the ambassador of Quechuan himself.

“It talked.” Micah pointed an accusing finger at the silent frog.

“I heard,” the ambassador told him and, after he could release his hands 

from where he’d slapped them against his chest, eyed the frog speculatively. 

“It’s never happened before. I mean, that I know of.”

“It talked,” Micah repeated. “Not some microphone. It opened its mouth. It 

looked at me. Are there special effects in this display?”

The ambassador  assessed the  situation.  “Back in  the  fifteenth century it 

saved our country, or so the legend goes.”

“By talking?”

“By  eating  a  monster  that  had  come  out  of  the  northern  swamps  and 

rampaged through the countryside.”

The frog was no more than twenty-four inches at its widest point. About 

three feet tall. “It was a smallish monster?”

“A terrible giant that stood above the trees. Or so the legends say.” Now the 

ambassador’s gaze turned to Micah. “Are you a wizard, sir?”



“I  make  it  a  practice  to  stay away from all  forms  of  wizardry.  I  prefer 

computers, guns and cars.”

“But you are in the company of the princess,” the ambassador observed. 

“Surely she is magic personified. Did it do anything when she passed by?”

Diana hadn’t even seen this section yet.  By the looks of the hem of her 

gown peeking at him from around the corner of a door, she had been kept in 

the previous room by those snooty, attention-grabbing suits. “Not a sound, but 

she hasn’t seen it yet.”

“How very fascinating.” The ambassador  squatted down to eye  the frog 

curiously.

The things that happened when he was around Diana–! Micah decided to 

move to some saner place within the exhibition. Before he did, he leaned over 

to whisper to the frog, “If you can tap dance and sing, I refuse to be your agent. 

Find another sucker to fake out, Michigan J.”

Making her way toward the room where she’d seen Micah go, Diana paused 

in front of a display of crowns. The artistry was stunning, and she compared it 

favorably to that of some of her sisters who specialized in jewelry making. She 

sipped from a glass of white wine, which had also been beautifully made.

A spotlight focused on a magnificent crown placed over the others. At least 

nine inches  high,  it  displayed  a  lacework of  diamond-inlaid platinum,  with 

large rubies and emeralds interspersed.

“A little more showy than your own tiara.”

Diana turned at the male voice. It belonged to an older man, his hair gone 

white  and  his  body  slightly  to  flab.  He  wore  dark-framed  glasses,  a 

disapproving expression  and  a  positively red glow on his  nose.  He’d  been 

tucked into a tuxedo that wasn’t fitted well, and carried an old fashioned glass 

with a liberal amount of dark alcohol within.

“Showier, yes, but I like what I have.” Diana smiled at the familiar figure. 

“I’m Diana.” She offered her hand. “You are Senator Windrip.”

He took the hand. “Big Jake Windrip. Senator from Ohio, yes. I tried to get 

you before the Defense Committee last spring.”



126 ·  CAROL A.  STRICKLAND

“Last…  Ah,”  Diana  said.  “I  was  quite  busy  and  sent  my  regrets. 

Ambassador Tekla took my place, if I recall.”

His disapproval grew more palpable. “We wanted a warrior, not a bear.”

Diana gave him her unflappable smile. “The ambassador has proven herself 

many times on the field of war as well as that of peace.”

That  didn’t  sit  well  with him,  so he turned back to the crowns.  “It’s  an 

amazing flaunting of power, don’t you think? To wear such ostentation?”

“It makes it easier to pick out one’s ruler in a crowd,” Diana observed.

“Good thing we got rid of such people in our country.” The senator turned 

to  face  down Diana,  but  she  was  a  trifle  taller  than  he.  “Your  people  are 

communists, are they not?”

“We are a family. I believe some have termed it a familial monarchy.”

“With a communist economy.”

Diana tilted her head at him curiously. “As I said, it’s a family. We are all 

closely related. What is one sister’s belongs to all, unless she is attached to it.”

“Communism. Socialism.”

“More like a Luxembourgian socialistic popular monarchy that reorganizes 

into a stratocracy in times of war. It’s a system in which no one is placed over 

another. We like it.”

“And yet you are a princess,” he accused. “Your mother is queen.”

“By dictate of the gods she was our original queen,” Diana affirmed. “But 

since then there have been periodic affirmations of her position by our family 

of sisters. All Amazons trade off their professions every now and then, as they 

desire to learn new things and have new experiences. On rare occasion my 

mother let another sit on the throne, but they always stepped down quickly. It’s 

a  trying  workload.  My mother  is  an  excellent  leader–  our  greatest  mother 

figure, as it were, in a nation that’s a family. And she does love her job.”

“We’d have thrown her out long ago,” the senator declared.

“Outsiders have tried,” Diana assured him. “They didn’t succeed, and they 

were made to regret their actions.”

“Is that a threat?”

“No more  than  what  you  offer  me,  Senator.  I  never  suggested  that  my 

mother take over your country. How is your re-election campaign coming? I’ve 



heard that you’re  set  to raise a record amount  of  funds.” She gave a small 

laugh.  “My  mother  has  never  raised  a  cent  to  keep  her  job.  One  of  the 

advantages of operating within a loving family.”

The senator preened. “My dinner last month brought in twice as much as 

projected.”

“And you have PACs? Super PACs?”

“My supporters have made some super PACs on my behalf,” he quickly 

corrected.

“Money you can use for anything,” Diana purred.  “In this country it  all 

comes down to money, doesn’t it? Isn’t that called a plutocracy? One would 

hope the better candidate would win, but it’s so often the richer one who gains 

office, isn’t it?”

“More people contribute to the best candidate,” Senator Windrip insisted. 

“It’s a good system, and for your information ours is a democratic republic. 

Our system has worked for centuries.”

“Let  me  ask you,  Senator.” Diana leaned in so the discussion would be 

private. The senator drew back at first, but then eagerly bent his face forward.

“All this money. Your reward is to get into office. Do you ever offer favors 

to those who have bankrolled you?”

The senator stepped back quickly. “Are you trying to spread rumors about 

me? Blacken my reputation?”

Diana shrugged, trying to hide her annoyance. “Just wanting to know. It’s a 

curious system to receive so much from others and have them not expect to be 

rewarded. I wondered if Americans, especially those in power, are truly that 

altruistic.”

“Impertinence!” The senator huffed and saw that people were beginning to 

look his way. “If you go on television spouting that, I’ll deny every last word. 

And see to it that you–”

“Now,  now,  Senator.  I  was  just  asking  a  question.  So  far  you  haven’t 

answered it one way or another.” She gave him a cool, secret smile and turned 

away.  “I’ll  be  eager  to  see  how the  election goes,”  she  told  him over  her 

shoulder.
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She almost ran into Micah, who stood glaring at the senator. “Want me to 

take him down?” he growled to Diana. “I’d be happy to do it for you. He voted 

to cut Social Security in half and lower teachers’ pay.  I heard he owns six 

vacation mansions.”

“Not necessary right now, thank you,” Diana told him. She took a sip of her 

wine. “But I might take you up on the offer later.”

Micah pulled Diana into the frog’s room. “I tell you, he spoke. Opened his 

mouth and everything.”

Diana gracefully crouched to examine the frog. Then she stood up without 

saying a word.

“I have witnesses,” Micah quickly added.

“Oh, I believe you. But what does this have to do with our coin situation? 

Could  this  relate  to  something  else?  Don’t  we  have  enough  questions 

hanging?”

“Maybe it’s a bank. I was supposed to throw coins in its mouth and then it 

would dance.”

She chuckled through her nose for a moment, trying to be subtle, before 

letting her laughter escape the normal way. “The next time it speaks, you try 

that, Micah. If anyone could get this to dance, it would be you.”

“Maybe it needed a princess to kiss him and turn him into a prince.”

“Yet it spoke to you. Maybe she needed you to kiss her.”

He made a sickly face. “But seriously, the coins?”

Diana studied the exhibit. “The coins are in the West Hall, separated from 

this in both space and theme. Intent is important with magic. There are other 

magical items in the previous room. Perhaps there’s magical static in the air?” 

She closed her eyes and took a long sniff. Nothing seemed odd. “What you 

described is human magic, perhaps even Old Magic. Not techno-magic. These 

things aren’t adding up.” She heaved a long breath of frustration. “Maybe they 

aren’t supposed to.”

Micah’s  lower  lip  protruded  as  he  tried  to  stare  the  frog  down.  It  was 

difficult, since the frog’s bulging eyes were closed. “I’m still going to file it 

with our case.”



She nodded. “I can almost hear your brain percolating.  Tik-tik-blup.” She 

flashed him a grin that went straight to his gut. That sparkle in her eyes meant 

she had confidence in him, but the grin meant that she knew they shared this, 

the chase. They’d always been good at the chase.

Diana and Micah moved on to the coin section. They both gave the exhibit 

as thorough a look as they could, though dinner was announced when they 

were only halfway through. “Good thing we split up,” Micah whispered to her 

on the way into the second-floor dining room. “I didn’t see anything special. 

Well,  coins  with  gods  and  kings,  the  regular  stuff.  No  call-outs  of  magic 

possibilities.”

“I didn’t notice anything either. We’ll check back afterward,” Diana said 

before they joined the others.

Micah sat two round tables over from Diana, which ruined any chance for 

the easy conversation he had hoped for, though he had a good view of her. It 

seemed he was too unimportant to be seated with his date. Now and then she 

looked bored stiff,  but who would blame her,  stuck between the people she 

was? Politicos. They must be badgering her for help or PR opportunities in 

order  to  increase  their  own  standing.  Micah  was  left  to  converse  with  the 

tuxedoed gentleman on his left. He was from South America and spoke English 

with a strong accent.  Haltingly,  he laid out  the story of kidnappings in his 

country. Some of the victims were freedom fighters.

“I’m almost sorry I don’t have the time to come down there and investigate 

myself,” Micah said. “But I’m basically a small-crimes kind of guy, and I don’t 

know Portuguese.”

The minister gave a sad smile of defeat.  He’d obviously hoped to reach 

Wonder Woman’s attention through Micah. “I’ll pass the info along,” Micah 

assured him, and he looked relieved. The minister slipped Micah a business 

card.

Sen.  Windrip  was  seated  one  table  farther  from  Diana,  but  his  words 

penetrated  even  Micah’s  conversations.  Now  and  then  the  senator  would 

glance Diana’s way to check if she’d heard him and was reacting to his claims 

about unnatural commie nations trying to butt in on US business.
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Micah mimed a vigorous neck throttle at her. She had to use her hand to 

cover her smile and studiously ignored him for some time after.

The beef was excellent, and worth the evening all by itself. But when the 

aroma of warm chocolate filled the air as dessert arrived, Micah decided he 

wouldn’t give Diana a hint of hassle about wasting a night. Along with the 

dessert came a waiter who trotted to Diana’s chair and then leaned down to 

whisper in her ear.  She immediately perked up,  and without  even excusing 

herself, pushed her chair back, hiked up her dress to knee-level, and ran out of 

the dining room onto the balcony. The guests buzzed in speculation behind her, 

especially when the room flooded with the burst of light that Micah knew came 

from her Spin.

It took a half-moment for him to decide that he should follow. He said his 

regrets to either side, took a spoon and his deflated bowl of chocolate soufflé 

with him, and trotted to find the stairs. What terrible crime could be committed 

in a place like this?

A crash of glass sounded from the West Hall. Micah broke into a run. Even 

as he entered the soaring chamber, he transferred his soufflé to his left hand so 

he could pull out his gun with his right.

Diana faced two… robots? Right, abstracted humanoid robots. They were 

two feet  taller  than she and gleamed with translucent  plastics.  Their  lanky, 

tubular body parts fitted together with a show of gears and cables, but they 

moved with organic motion.

They were  fast!  And apparently  powerful,  as  Diana  was  having trouble 

fending  off  their  blows.  She  led  with  her  bracelets,  which  seemed  able  to 

cushion the impact. Wham! Wham! Wham! The robots surrounded her but she 

swung around and stepped back to take both of them in her sight lines. With a 

whirr, their limbs extended for a longer reach. Micah could see the structure 

inside adding more modular units of support to their arms and legs, seemingly 

from nowhere.

Behind  them,  in  a  fallen  spray  of  broken  glass  at  the  outer  exit,  three 

security guards lay unconscious or worse.



Micah stashed his soufflé on a display and targeted the nearer ‘bot. Zeroing 

in where its hips met its legs, Micah fired. He assumed the joints would be 

weak points.

Instead the robots ignored him and breathed fire at Diana.  She slid low 

between robot legs to emerge on their back side. Their limbs she used as levers 

to pivot to her feet as quick as a flash. A tearing yank on the rug de-stabilized 

one of the ‘bots.

“I’m fine,” Diana panted at him as she let loose a flying kick at it, which 

knocked it fully onto the ground. “Get Angle Man!” She pulled a platter from 

an hors d’oeuvre stand and jammed it by its edge into the standing robot’s 

elbow joint. As the ‘bot tried to flex, Diana took its long neck in her hands and 

twisted, pulling, until something gave with a loud snap.

Micah whirled toward the other side of the room. In the melee he hadn’t 

even noticed the man dressed in a gray suit, hat… and what looked like tinted 

swimmer’s goggles. Angle Man. Right. He’d heard Di talk about him. He was 

trying  to  pry  a  display  case  off  its  stand.  Judging  from his  single-minded 

efforts, it had been secured well. A three-sided frame that could only be the 

Angler hung around his left shoulder.

Micah fired and missed the crook’s hand, but hit the display. Angle Man 

jerked away from the ricochet. His hat tipped off his head, but he caught and 

righted it.

AM glanced toward Micah and blanched. “My instructions didn’t include a 

ficcanoso.”

“Drop it!” Micah used his gun to point at the Angler, then returned to a 

steadier two-handed grip. “Hands on your head!”

A gush of fire sounded behind him as well  as several  thuds.  A flaming 

tablecloth whipped past him. Diana was still hanging in there, he hoped.

Yes. A robotic leg followed the tablecloth, ripped cables sparking madly. 

With difficulty Micah kept his eyes on Angle Man.

AM grimaced at  Micah and his unwavering gun.  Too slowly,  he let  the 

Angler slide down his arm.

“Do I have to shoot you?” Micah asked him. “No tricks. You’re not going 

to use that thing.”
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But when it slid past his wrist, he grabbed it. Micah let off a shot. Instead of 

the Angle Man’s arm, it hit the Angler, which spun in Angle Man’s shocked 

grip. Micah cursed at himself for not aiming for the torso. Focus on the man,  

not the object. Then the room began to spin. Micah sprawled on the floor as he 

heard Diana let out a yell of dismay behind him. He rolled to brace his arms to 

get a steady shot. The bullet missed by a mile, but not due to faulty aim. The 

room literally  twisted between Micah and Angle Man. The bullet’s trajectory 

corkscrewed.

Micah fired again. Angle Man cursed, but didn’t seem to be hit. Instead he 

glanced toward where Diana was, behind Micah, and gritted his teeth. “You 

win this round,” he said.  Micah got  off a shot as Angle Man ignored him. 

Again it missed, but the soufflé Micah tossed as a follow-up splattered across 

the crook’s perfectly tailored suit just as he twisted out of existence.

Micah caught his sour expression before turning to check on Diana.

The  two  robots  lay  in  crumpled,  dismembered  heaps  at  her  feet.  What 

attached limbs remained were splayed this way and that, and on one the robotic 

spine lay crumbling like sand. Diana held one’s arm in her hands and stared at 

it.

“How very odd,” she said, and nodded for Micah to come see.

It was as if they watched a computer-animated cartoon being made. Within 

the heart of the transparent arm they could see a wire diagram. Various shapes 

tried to layer themselves upon it, but kept flickering out. After a half-minute, 

the entire arm flickered and disappeared, followed by the rest  of the robot. 

Then the other disappeared as well.

“Gone,” Diana said. “It tried hard to look like one of the White Magician’s 

constructs. This didn’t have a human as a base.”

“Looked computer-generated to me,” Micah said.

“Techno-magic,” Diana growled as she reached into her belt for a cell to 

call  911  for  the  guards.  She checked their  vitals  even as  she  spoke  to  the 

operator. Micah and other guests helped her make them comfortable as they 

began to wake up. The wail of sirens reached the ballrooms.

As the EMTs worked, Diana could finally check the display Angle Man had 

been pilfering. “Did he–?”



“Decided to leave before getting his loot,” Micah told her. Together they 

investigated that section of the display.

“Coins,” Diana murmured as Micah took photos. “Not that old. Not that 

valuable. Spanish doubloons and such, made in the New World.” She pointed 

at the one Angle Man might have been targeting. “‘Brasher Doubloon,’” she 

read from the display card. “It’s worth a lot of money.”

Micah studied the card as well. “A version of the Spanish doubloon that 

was made by an American,” he said and then worked his mouth from side to 

side, pondering. “Randolph was always  into early American stuff.  This was 

made around the time of the Revolution. Prime Randolph years.”

“Yet this was Angle Man.”

“He  was  expecting  you,  Spangles,”  Micah  informed  her.  “Said  he  had 

instructions.”

“So they are linked, this not-White-Magician coin person and Angle Man. 

Employer  and employee.” Diana covered her mouth with the fingers of her 

right hand, lost in thought.

“At least we know that much.” Micah re-holstered his gun and made a face 

at the chocolate spatters on the floor. “Do you think you could use your royal 

influence and get us some more of that soufflé?”

“Oh, that beef. Tastes as good coming up as it did going down.” Even so, 

after the burp Micah pressed his fist against his chest and made a face before 

he decided further danger was nil.

“You shouldn’t have taken everything on that leftover hors d’oeuvres tray.” 

Diana tsked without pity. “Did you eat even one vegetable tonight?”

“Steak and potatoes– the all-American diet.”

“So great on the all-American heart.”

“Don’t  sweat  it.  I  usually  eat  healthy.  Fairly.”  He  surveyed  the  dark 

structure they faced through the trees. Even this far from it, the hairs on the 

back of his head were standing straight out. “Tell me again why we’re here.”

“We know unusual  magic  is  afoot.  Those robots fairly screamed ‘White 

Magician wannabe’ at me. I figure the best place an acolyte or whoever to base 

themself is here, at the Magician’s power base.”
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Micah added that statement to his digestion. “Isn’t this against the law for 

you super-types?”

“For anyone, I suppose,” Diana murmured as she, too, examined the lay of 

the  landscape  surrounding  the  Randolph  mansion.  Deep  night  made  her 

scrutiny more difficult, but the light in the sky from Boston all around them 

provided moderate illumination. “We won’t tell, all right?”

“I don’t see any guards. No cameras, no security notices. Nothing. Man.”

“That  bothers  me  as  well.  Let’s  assume  that  all  the  magic  of  the  place 

lingers. There was no reason for him to cancel his protective spells before he 

died.”

“If he died.”

Again  Artemis’  final  moments  flashed  before  Diana’s  eyes.  It  had  all 

happened here, in the mansion’s foul basement. Death. Doom. Failure.

“For now I will trust Dr. Fate’s findings.” Her hands forming fists, Diana 

started forward at a determined pace, up the walkway from the long drive that 

had weaved through a grove. No vehicle sat there to mark their presence.

Micah  hung  back  a  moment,  then  trotted  to  catch  up.  “Coming,”  he 

muttered, half to himself. Then like the Cowardly Lion, he added, “Arr-uff! 

Arr-uff!” as a personal warning to the building ahead.

The mansion was entirely dark, its ornate windows showing no sign of light 

within. Stones formed the outer walls of the first story, but the upper two– plus 

a  short  tower–  were  of  timber  done  in  Tudor  style.  Flagstone  paved  the 

walkways.  The  two crept  around all  sides  of  the  house,  making  their  way 

through intimate, fragrant gardens bordered by crisply trimmed boxwoods. A 

greenhouse  with  swimming  pool  lay behind  the  structure.  Nothing  moved; 

nothing made a sound, not even night insects.

A broad,  covered  front  walk  led  from a  porte-cochere  to  grand  double 

doors.

Diana eyed the shadows and took a deep breath. “All clear, apparently.”

“Afraid?” Micah asked her, sparing her a quick glance before he returned to 

searching for signs of danger.

“I’d be an idiot not to be nervous.”

“Then why are we doing this? I mean, we don’t have to–”



“This is the quickest way.  If Dr. Fate is wrong and Randolph really has 

returned, he will be here. Of all his possessions, he loved this house the most. 

If he hasn’t, his copycat will be.”

“And you’re going to barge right in.”

“Is there anyone else to do this?” Diana asked him. “Perhaps we should call 

the  police,  make  up a  story that  would allow them to break into a  private 

residence?”

“Tough to do. It’d take time and evidence to get a search warrant.”

“That’s what I thought. We will do this. What could go wrong?”

“Yeah,” Micah grumbled. “Man.”

“No, really,” Diana said as she regarded him. “Always ask: what could go 

wrong? Prepare yourself for eventualities, including good outcomes. We may 

go in here, find a simple answer and slip back out, no problem.”

“Tell me, Spangles,” Micah said, “what are the odds in that?”

She made a face at him. “We have our defenses. We have our wits. Even at 

his most powerful, the White Magician could be defeated. And of course, he’s 

now been dead for two years.”

“Zombie White Magician,” Micah offered.

“No  problem  there,”  she  cheerfully  replied.  “People  who  barge  into 

magicians’ homes must not have many brains between them to tempt a proper 

zombie.”

“Right.”

Her shoulders unclenched. She cocked her head at him as she faced him. 

“Why are you here? I mean, if it’s so dangerous? You could have stayed home 

but here you are. Aren’t you afraid?”

“Who’s gonna cover your back?” He grinned at her as he unsheathed his 

gun.

She  looked  at  it  and  shook  her  head.  “I  don’t  think  that  will  threaten 

Randolph if he sees us coming.”

“Can’t hurt.” By now they stood at the base of the front steps. Diana took a 

deep breath, then a step up.

“What, right in through the front door?”
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“Why not?” When they reached the threshold, Diana unwound her lasso and 

tossed it around them. The lasso kept its circular shape as if it were a hula hoop 

hovering steadfast in mid-air.

“This will protect us?” Micah said uncertainly.

Diana shrugged. “Can’t hurt.”

The door wasn’t locked. Diana made a low sound at that. Inside, the lasso’s 

glow increased like a fluorescent light.

“Does it sense danger?” Micah whispered.

“I wanted to see better so I made it brighter,” Diana whispered back. She 

pointed past the main stairway. “The library is to the back on the right. It’s the 

heart of this place. He kept his digital and paper files there, likely his favorite 

magical apparatus as well. There are stairs to the basement from it.”

To  get  there  required  long  hallways,  from  which  low,  spacious  rooms 

spread.

“Smells…”

“New,” Diana supplied. They both spoke quietly, though not in whispers.

“Like new paint.”

“It  smelled like this before. It  could be the magic of the place. Wizards 

aren’t particularly fond of mildew.”

“Or it could be someone sprucing for the new owner.” Micah holstered his 

gun and produced a flashlight. It provided a brighter, more focused light than 

the lasso.

He shone it on a portrait over one great stone fireplace. “See any moving 

eyes?”

Diana’s voice didn’t hold any humor. “Try over there. He did like his suits 

of armor.”

The flashlight played across a line of Roman armor displayed on four wire-

frame mannequins. Then it  took in the woodwork of the room.  It  had been 

carved in fanciful patterns.

“I don’t see this foo-foo fitting a mancave,” Micah said.

“Those designs hide magical sigils,” Diana told him. She released the lasso 

from its pattern and looped it back onto the side of her belt.



“‘Sigils.’” Micah traced some with his light. “Funny. I’ve never heard that 

word used in conversation before.”

They passed another display of life-sized figures done in elaborate, jointed 

metal shells with animal designs painted on them. Diana said, “He claimed to 

travel the past, fighting monsters and ancient animals to keep his edge. These 

look like ancient Atlantean armor.” She pointed across the room at more frozen 

figures, a small squadron. “Chinese. Perhaps the Wei or Shu Dynasty.”

“Claimed?”

Diana talked as she peered into every shadow they passed. “Time travel 

requires the highest  of  magicks.  I  hear it  takes  up an enormous  amount  of 

power. Even the gods don’t use it. Mortals, on the other hand, seem to come up 

with all kinds of technical devices that accomplish it.”

“Really?”

“Well,  a  handful  of  machines.  They are  usually  kept  under  the  highest 

security.  Time travel is  too easily misused.  My friend Magala said that the 

universe itself hid the secret of time travel from sorcerers as self-protection.”

She paused and glanced at him. “FYI: If you run across a magician who 

claims  she  uses  time  travel,  she  is  either  lying  or  supremely  powerful. 

However, if she lets loose a time spell I doubt she’ll have much if any magic 

left for quite a while afterward.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Once I heard a god say he’d dabbled in time travel,” Diana said as she 

began to explore the room. She crouched to look under desks, tilted couches at 

angles  to  see  if  anything  lay  beneath.  “Turns  out  he  was  merely  traveling 

alternate dimensions to retrieve what he wanted. The time travel story made 

him look more powerful until the tale unraveled.”

Micah considered the information as he gingerly peeked inside an armor 

helmet  to  see  if  anyone  was  inside.  “Maybe  Randolph  was  one  of  those 

immortal fellows from way back. You know, like Vandal Savage. Circe. Or 

you. His time travel was the same one we use: just letting time pass. We’re 

always traveling into the future. He might have taken up collecting armor along 

the way.”
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Diana chuckled but kept her attention on her surroundings. “How old do 

you think I am, anyway?”

“I, ah…” Micah glanced at her. “I guess I have no idea. Twenty-five? Five 

thousand?”

“I am  not twice as old as my own mother!” Diana exclaimed before she 

used a mirror to check the interior of the fireplace. She then stuck her head into 

the firebox. Her voice echoed from inside. “Let’s just say you could decorate 

my birthday cake with one box of candles, depending on how many candles 

come to a box. It’s impolite to ask specifics of age from a lady, or so I’ve been 

told.”

“You raised the question. So how old was he really?  Randolph?” Micah 

mused as they entered the next set of rooms.

“He claimed to be three hundred. Those visions we saw at Dr. Fate’s… 

That might have been a magical coverup he’d concocted for himself way back 

when. I never researched to find out if he lied. What would be the use?”

Micah peered around a long dining room.  “Was  he powerful  enough to 

influence  Dr.  Fate’s  spell?  Could  he  affect  people’s  memories?  I  know of 

people  who  remember  him  from World  War  II.  By  chance  I  found  some 

century-old newspapers that mentioned him, but he could use magic to create a 

fake paper trail history.”

“Exac–”

A squeal  of  metal  upon metal  was all  the  warning they got.  Diana and 

Micah both whirled to see walking suits of chain mail swinging double-headed 

axes  down  on  them.  Diana  pushed  Micah  out  of  the  path  of  one,  while 

deflecting another with a bracelet. She kicked out to knock a suit off its feet. 

The other she threw over her back.

More armor advanced on them from two sides of the room.

“Oh man!”

“Micah, out!” Diana ordered. “Find the library. Yell if you run into trouble. 

Make it quick.”



C H A P T E R
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hat about–” Micah began, but then said, “Right.” He turned and 

ran down the main hall toward the back.“W
Diana tried to recall how many other armor displays lay between this room 

and the library. The armor was likely the first line of security. Perhaps it was 

the only one, but she couldn’t be sure.

Samurai faced her on the left; the chain mail of some Middle Ages eastern 

European country, on the right. Her lasso gave light enough to track them. She 

tossed  it  around  three  figures,  snapping  them into  each  other  as  the  loop 

contracted. Chain mail landed in heaps amid metal boots and gloves.

Helmeted Samurai with swords ran toward her. Diana let her lasso drop, 

instead reaching down to pick up a lifeless chainmail tunic. She tossed it over a 

Samurai’s sword and grabbed the other side as it rebounded. With a yank, the 

sword popped out of the warrior’s grip, and she kicked the armor away.

She reached for another hunk of chain mail, then whirled both in her hands, 

an efficient weapon in itself. That took out four swords and one mace, hurling 

them across the room.  The armored figures paused before separating into a 

circle around her.

Dropping to the floor, she pivoted on her hands, her legs locked, to sweep 

one warrior off its boots. A sword thrust from behind– but she lurched and it 

glanced off  her  left  shoulder,  leaving a  trickle  of  blood.  She kicked at  the 

attacker, then bounded up and landed on her feet, catlike, to quickly pummel 

one-two on the back of its helmet. It fell forward as the helmet detached.



140 ·  CAROL A.  STRICKLAND

Another sword came down with magical speed and Diana almost missed 

catching its  blade on her  crossed indestructible  bracelets.  With a twist,  she 

disarmed the figure, then caught the thrown dagger it used as recourse. A blow 

to its back brought it down as well.

Her lasso almost leapt into her hand when she reached for it. Quickly she 

threaded it around the fallen figures in the room. At the touch of the lasso, any 

that had heft left in them deflated into mere armor and clattered into individual 

pieces onto the floor. They didn’t like her magic.

Gunshots!

Diana twisted around. Even as the lasso contracted into a loop in her hand, 

she ran down the hall.

She found Micah in the two-story library.

With giant rats.

Three crouched in shadows, half-disappeared into the darkness. Their eyes 

gleamed in the glare of  Micah’s  flashlight.  Another rat  lay motionless in a 

puddle of dark blood. Micah had fallen, one leg splayed in front of him as he 

clutched both flash and gun.

“Watch out!” He turned his flashlight to his left, and Diana spotted a fifth 

rat leaping out at her from the shadows of a narrow balcony.

She ducked underneath it and stiff-armed it across the room. It disappeared 

or disintegrated into the darkness.

“You can harm them if they’re in the light!” he told her.

Two more  shots  took  care  of  another  rat.  The  first  three  had  vanished. 

Diana loosed her  lasso on the  final  one.  As the  glowing rope encircled its 

shoulders, it disappeared around its binding. The rest of it faded and then was 

gone.

Micah eased himself up, warily eying the shadows above and below them.

“Are you hurt?”

“Just surprised. Not fond of rats. Hey, you’re injured.”

“Not for long. All right. You look around and I’ll stand guard,” Diana told 

him, her lasso ready.

Furniture in the room was suited to a single inhabitant. Only one chair sat 

next to the dark fireplace. A small writing desk and wooden chair occupied the 



center of the room, with a tiny table next to it. Both stories held an impressive 

store  of  tall,  filled  bookcases,  though  no  ladders  provided  access  to  the 

uppermost shelves. The Magician could magick down the volume he wanted, 

Diana supposed. Two paintings had been allowed to break up the line of books, 

as did a row of windows along the outer wall.  They overlooked one of the 

gardens.

Now those  gardens  began  to  blink  blue  and  red,  casting  long  shadows 

against the strobes. Diana said words that Micah knew was swearing, though 

he didn’t recognize the language. “Cops,” he growled as he saw the lights. 

“Let’s see how fast I can make this.”

Two more  rats  appeared,  but  the  lasso dealt  with them quickly.  “Just  a 

minute or two more,” Diana warned.

“Here we go!” Micah said as he managed to pick open a locked cabinet. 

Inside were file boxes, folders, and ledgers with interesting labels.

A sliver of interior white light caught Diana’s eye: off the balcony above 

them a door cracked open, revealing light from another room. Diana squinted 

against the backlight. A man’s figure, or at least someone in a man’s white suit. 

The door swung closed behind him before she could leap after him, and she 

turned instead at sudden odd movement.

“Watch out!” Diana shouted. She shoved Micah down and was thus caught 

only with the edge of a stream of dark, foul-smelling, sticky goo that erupted 

like a waterfall from the cabinet’s crown molding. After a moment it stopped, 

but the boxes and books had all been coated. It solidified hard as steel around 

the records. Everywhere else the goo remained goo.

At least three flashlights headed their way from outside. They could hear 

shouts. Sirens.

Micah sprawled in the puddle on the library’s floor, one solidified ledger in 

his arms. The rest may as well have been welded together within the cabinet.

“Ick,” he said.

Diana sighed in defeat.  Then she nodded her chin at the encased ledger. 

“Let’s take that at least.”
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Diana  and  Micah  dragged  themselves  into  the  embassy  using  a  back 

entrance that Micah doubted he’d be able to find again without Diana at his 

side. It had involved fake walls, herbs and chanting. They’d hosed off outside 

on the lawn, under a midnight sky lit only by stars and not by the city that 

surrounded them. The water had washed off the worst of it, but the black goo 

that formed a skin over parts of them still bubbled, regenerating itself in lesser 

amounts.

Inside, Diana left a slimy trail on the marble floor. His was wider.

“If you didn’t smell so bad,” Micah told her, “it might be a good look for 

you. Kinda sexy, like liquid leather.”

She deigned to give him a level gaze but did not say a word.

Paco came upon them before they’d gotten halfway across the entry.  He 

wore a robe over pajamas. A book had been tucked under one arm. Eying them 

up and down, he said, “I’ll call for someone to run some baths. They can be 

waiting by the time you get up there. And I’ll find some thyme ointment for 

that.” He pointed at Diana’s shoulder, which still oozed blood.

“Thank you,” she said, trying to keep the sourness from her voice.

Slipping a headset over his ear, Paco tsk-tsked at the mess before he spoke 

into his mike and then trotted off as if he encountered such situations every 

night.

Micah held the ledger away from himself, protecting it from further goo. 

They avoided rugs and furniture, made it down the side hall and entered the 

rotunda,  which  would  lead  to  a  curving  stairway  and  from  there  on  to 

bedrooms with baths, hot water, and soap. Lots of soap.

Donna jumped in front of them.

She landed with feet solidly apart, struck out one spread hand in front of 

herself like a traffic cop, and cried, “Stop! Go back! For your own safety!”

The air caught in Micah’s throat. Even though his shower called him, he 

started to obey the black-clad hero.

Diana merely paused. “Seriously?” she asked her sister.

Donna lowered her hand. “Which of the five mudflats of Hades did you 

swim in?” She made a face at the dark, bubbling puddles that collected at their 



feet. The goo seemed to have an unending supply. “Tekla will probably want 

you to clean that up. Personal responsibility and all that.”

Then she noticed Diana waiting patiently for an answer. “No, I was just 

practicing. I ran into some Wonder fans while I was at the museum just before 

closing.  While  I  was  trying  to  apprehend  our  thief.  They  kept  me  from 

capturing him.”

“You went to the museum. You weren’t out driving the car.”

Donna shrugged. “I can drive it tomorrow.”

Under the oil, Diana’s left eyebrow twitched in question.

“Angle Man,” Donna replied.

“Angle Man? Angle Man?” Diana glanced to Micah, who shrugged.

He said, “We ran into him, too. Him and that doodad of his.”

“It’s a powerful doodad, in Angle Man’s hands,” Diana replied. “Techno-

magic.”

Donna  shook  her  head  at  herself.  “I  almost  had  him.  It  took  just  one 

moment of distraction for him to get away.”

“He is damned quick. That figure I saw at Randolph’s mansion, that was 

probably him then. White suit?”

“Gray.”

“It was gray at the dinner, too,” Micah said.

“It was? I didn’t notice,” Diana said, and Donna looked sharply at her.

Micah made a wry face. “The only way I hit him was to cream him with 

some chocolate. Bet he had another suit ready.  I wish I did.” He shifted his 

shoulders under the ooze.

Diana licked her lips. “Then, um, ninety percent probability it was him at 

the mansion. The White Magician was also on the slender side, liked his white 

suits– but he usually accessorized with a cape.”

“Maybe he’d stowed it on the cape rack since he was home?”

“Maybe. Let’s make it an eighty-five percent chance of both appearances 

being Angle Man.”

“Done.”

“So you missed him too,” Donna said, but she didn’t seem much consoled. 

“How can he manage to–”
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Diana began to put a hand on Donna’s shoulder.

“Stop!” Donna said quickly. Then she assumed her commanding stance and 

jutted her chin at them. “Stay back!”

Diana stepped back, out of dripping distance. She examined the situation. 

“So you’re practicing?”

“I once saw Superman do this,” Donna told her. “It worked great for him. 

Stop!” She snapped into position again, then relaxed. “Think it’ll work?”

“You stopped me,” Micah said.

“Yeah. Yeah, I did.” Donna gave him a quick grin. “Think I’ll practice a 

little more though. Get my timing down. Combine gesture with lasso.” She 

gave a small jump to place herself back in the bold stance and pointed up the 

stairs. “Baths! Now! And some thyme ointment for you, Di.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Diana said meekly as she started up the stairs. “Do you think 

Angle Man is trying to throw suspicion on Randolph by himself? Or are he and 

a wannabe working together to make the illusion complete?”

“If it’s all one case and not two or three,” Micah pointed out. “Maybe part 

of  this  is  Joe  Blow,  the  coin  thief,  and  Angle  Man  just  happened  by.  A 

coincidence.”

“Yes, there is that.” Diana pulled herself up another step. It had been a long 

day. “Doubtful. Some day I must buy a crystal ball. Well, at least it’s a good 

thing that the Invisible Jet has an automatic cleaning cycle.”

“It does?” Micah asked.

“It will as soon as someone around here invents it!” Diana bellowed at the 

rotunda.  Her  words  echoed for  the entire  embassy to hear.  The curses  that 

followed her outburst were made under her breath, though.

Unperturbed, Donna leaned against the newel post at the base of the stairs. 

“Here’s a thought for you two: Showering together saves water.”

“I  am ignoring you,”  Diana told her,  but  Donna laughed and snapped a 

picture of them with a camera she’d produced from nowhere.

Halfway  across  the  all-too-early,  misty  streets  of  Washington,  Diana 

stopped running to watch the first true beams of sun appear at the horizon. She 

bowed and thanked Apollo for his daily trek across the sky.  Just above his 



entry point hung a tiny sliver of crescent moon. The sun’s twin sister, Artemis, 

playfully aimed her arrows at him.

It always seemed odd to Diana that the people of the Outer World didn’t see 

the  moon  that  way.  Instead  they  saw  an  astronomical  object,  a  mass,  a 

luminescence  index.  At  best,  they viewed it  as  a  romantic  object,  not  as  a 

woman’s time keeper or a hunter or farmer’s guide. It was a shame. At the very 

least,  this  new world she lived in needed more  poetry to counter  its  logic, 

which was frequently so cold.

Diana tried to run as often as she could in the early mornings. Even though 

she was short on sleep, she zigzagged through Washington before the traffic 

began in earnest, tasting the relative stillness like a huntress tasted the wind.

The creatures of nature greeted her as she passed: nymphs and dryads, often 

one of the Horae. Rarely a naiad would pop up from one of the rivers to say 

hello or point out a potential problem that Diana should look into. They were 

pleasant beings and helped Diana center herself for the day ahead.

But today there was something in the air. Diana sniffed it in a great inhale 

as she trotted around Dupont Circle. The balance of the place was off from its 

usual unbalanced condition. Then again, it might be because she was still upset 

from the lingering memory of Randolph in her life.

She leaned against a tree and fiddled with the laces on her running shoes as 

an excuse to check the path behind her. Maybe it was her imagination, but she 

felt someone following her. No movement showed. From behind came a gentle 

voice that arose from the place instead of startling her. “There is a whisssper,” 

the tree’s nymph told Diana. “It grates upon the world.”

Diana had to take a moment to let the supernatural lady come into focus. 

These beings were not quite the same vibration as she was, but were just as 

real. “Just a whisper?”

“So much dissonance these recent centuries,” the nymph said as she knelt 

next to her. Diana could see her clearly now, a transparent human form who 

would not travel far from the tree’s trunk. The nymph’s voice was like a breeze 

through leaves. “It comes, it goesss. But nothing really to worry about.”

“This is normal?” Diana cocked her head, trying to understand from the 

nymph’s point of view.
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The nymph  cradled  her  chin  in  her  hands  and  gave  Diana  a  reassuring 

smile.  “Just  a  new  note  in  the  background  noise.  Does  it  worry  you, 

Champion? It will go away in a few daysss, a few weeks. They alwaysss do. It 

will be nice when this one fadesss. So out of tune.”

Diana’s tongue traced her upper lip. “Can you tell where it’s coming from?” 

It would be lovely to rule something out positively. Maybe something in all 

this was a new weapon concerned with the Pentagon?

But the tree nymph didn’t want to talk of such. “It will passss,” she declared 

with a firm nod before she faded completely.

Still Diana ran a longer loop than usual, taking in the city from all angles. 

The feeling of being watched increased.

Usually she loved running through the nature trails of Washington. It gave 

her a thrill  to end her run as dawn fully blossomed.  She loped through the 

neatly manicured Anacostia Park which paralleled the river of the same name. 

A crowd dressed in runners’ gear greeted her with waves and friendly shouts. 

She slowed her pace and joined them on the wide path.

They called themselves the “Wonder Pack,” and gathered every morning to 

run with her.  On the days  she didn’t appear, they ran anyway.  They hosted 

marathons and last spring started an annual Pack Party that attracted thousands 

to  watch  various  athletic  and  artistic  events.  The  proceeds  went  to  area 

charities.

They swarmed around her before arranging themselves along the right side 

of the wide jogging path. Diana let them pace her before she began dropping 

back.  She  studied  a  few of  them and offered  suggestions  to  improve  their 

performance.  One,  an overweight  young woman with flaming red hair,  was 

obviously a beginner. She was trying hard but lacked enough stamina to keep 

up for the length of the park. Diana encouraged her to ease into it slowly and 

suggested  an  affordable  brand  of  running  shoe  that  was  better  than  the 

expensive one she was wearing.

A paraplegic man showed off his new hi-tech bicycle to her. “It sends an 

impulse to my muscles,” he explained as she jogged beside him. His feet and 

hands were strapped to the pedals and handlebar. Wiring had been taped to his 



limbs. A set of training wheels steadied the vehicle as he made his way. “My 

body gets the full benefits of exercise because it’s really me who’s working.”

“Amazing,”  Diana breathed.  “I  love technology!  You must  come by the 

embassy and show us all sometime. Or we could come to see you. I think I 

know someone who might have some ideas about tweaking this.” Or you, she 

silently added. Amazon medicine was quite advanced in many areas, compared 

to that of the Outer World. Guarding the Earth plane from dire threats through 

the ages had produced a civilization that had quickly learned and perfected the 

art of defensive war, but had also accelerated their mastery of injury medicine.

She  tucked  a  card  into  the  man’s  pocket.  They made  plans  and  Diana 

moved on through the cheerful group. She paused to sign autographs for people 

who had to leave early. But mostly she ran beside the Pack, and occasionally 

led them in a simple but hearty Amazon song to keep them going:

Kalla kela

Faliday com.

Krowlie tak-tak marson com!

Kela

Kela

Marson com!

How odd but pleasant to hear male voices joining in.

“¡Hola!” one woman called to her, and Diana laughed.

She came up beside the woman. “We pronounce the ‘h,’” she told her.

“Not Spanish?”

“I’m afraid not. It’s a greeting for us as well, but it’s more a ‘great to see 

you,’ ‘you’re looking good,’ expression.” At the woman’s nod, Diana added, 

“It also means, ‘blessings upon you’ or ‘well done!’”

“Just an all-round term of well-being?” the woman asked.

“Yes, you could say that.”

“Then hola, Wonder Woman!” The woman clapped her wrist sweat bands 

together as if they were Amazon bracelets and Diana returned the salute with a 

clang. “Hola!”

Another mile passed as Diana worked the crowd. She saw one college-age 

girl trying to catch her eye. “Samantha, isn’t it?” Diana asked her.
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“You remembered!” The exclamation would have been a squeal if the girl 

weren’t slightly out of breath. “I wanted my mother to meet you.”

Diana nodded at the older woman jogging at the girl’s side. “Representative 

Snyder. I’m pleased to meet you. So you’re Samantha’s mother. She’s a fine 

young woman. I hope her studies at Holliday are still progressing well?”

“Oh yes, Wonder Woman!” the girl exclaimed.

“I, ah, noticed you have an appointment, ah, with me in a few days,” the 

dark-haired representative gasped. “I don’t usually come in on weekends, ah, 

but with all the, huff, important pending bills…”

She was struggling to keep up with the pack. Diana slowed her pace for her. 

The rest flowed around them.

 Diana said, “The ambassador is up to her ti– I mean, neck and then some in 

appointments. She had a schedule conflict and couldn’t find an opening in the 

next six weeks to reschedule. She made the mistake of giving me my choice of 

which  appointment  I  wanted  to  take.”  Diana  gave  the  congresswoman  a 

conspiratorial grin. “I look forward to talking with you Saturday. Our embassy 

has a number of resour–”

“Wonder Woman!”

A young man frantically approached at a dead run, waving his cell at her. 

This was Nick; he’d run with the Pack a number of times, though she wouldn’t 

call him a hard-core regular.

“It’s for you,” Nick called.

She excused herself from the representative and her daughter. “I don’t take 

calls,” she chided as Nick pulled up to her.

“I don’t know who this is. I didn’t call anyone,” he said. “It just rang– it 

wasn’t one of my ringtones!– and he asked for you. Is that weird or what?”

She checked the phone and the screen did indeed say, “Unknown caller.” 

“Hello?” she said into it.

“Amazon.”

The word came out fuzzy, electronically distorted along its edges. Still, the 

voice sounded familiar.

“I’m here.”

“I see you. On the park cameras. I’ve been watching you run around town.”



Familiar, yes. Through the flatness and distortion she knew this voice. It 

was the White Magician– though it could be someone disguising their voice to 

sound like him. That would be easy with the right processor.

“I’m flattered that you think–” Was there a way to get a location on the 

caller from this phone? She had to keep him talking as she figured it out.

“I have one warning for you: Stay out of my house. You do realize I know 

where you live as well.”

The phone clicked off and Diana stared at it.

“Was it important?” the jogger asked anxiously as she handed the phone 

back.

“Important, yes,” she replied. “Authentic… I’m not sure at all.”

Micah  finally  woke  up,  figured  he was  much  too  late  for  breakfast  but 

possibly in time for lunch, checked his email, and then took off in search of 

Diana. He tried her office first, opening the door and peeking in. It was dark, 

the curtains drawn against the day’s brightness. A sound system played a soft 

women’s chorus. It sounded far away.

Diana sat cross-legged on a mat in a corner, her lasso draped between her 

hands. Her eyes were closed. She was meditating. She sat next to a low table 

with some kind of statuary beside it.

She looked like something from a dream. He’d certainly had his share of 

dreams about Diana. He didn’t understand why people idolized Diana in ways 

they didn’t admire other heroes. Sure, she was a hero’s hero. Sure, she was a 

damned fine looker, an absolute ten, but he’d heard so many people say she 

was the world’s most beautiful woman. How could they point to one person 

and proclaim, “Most beautiful”?

Diana didn’t dwell on her looks like some women did. She was who she 

was, and gained a kind of freshness and imperfection from that. And she had 

such damned confidence in herself. Sometimes she glowed with it. Diana was 

beautiful, but she was more than that.

She  was  every inch  a  Wonder  Woman.  For  some  reason,  all  too  many 

people thought such should be set apart from humanity, hoisted upon a high 

pedestal, and worshiped. But Wonder Woman was entirely human. You looked 
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in  her eyes,  sat  in the  glow of  her honest  smile,  and knew:  this  was what 

humanity was supposed to be. Maybe there was hope for us all. Maybe there 

was hope for him.

In many ways.

Being human, she could be within his reach.

But there was business that stood between them now. For a while, he was 

her employee. He took a step into the room, then another.

“Stand back, please,” came Donna’s voice.

Micah looked to his right, but there was no one there, just that wide mirror 

that was two feet taller than himself. It reflected no one behind him.

“Oh, for… Take two steps forward. Move your ass, Micah.”

He did so. After all, he was in Amazon territory, and you never knew what 

would happen next when you traveled with Diana of Themiscyra.

From out of the mirror popped Donna’s head, then shoulders. The singing 

became louder as she stepped through the mirror into the room. As soon as she 

fully appeared, the singing hushed to its previous levels.

“Never seen that trick, have you?” Donna chuckled at him. She carried a 

smaller mirror about the size of a notebook and the molten-looking mass that 

had been Randolph’s file.

“What–?”

“A doorway to Paradise Island. Last night Tekla gave Pythia that file you 

brought back. She figured a way into it.” Donna clicked on a wall switch and 

the room’s lighting came up.

“Doorway?” Micah stood in front of the mirror. He reached out to almost 

touch its surface, but decided against it. When he leaned toward it, he could 

hear the singing better. It was definitely a women’s chorus, their harmonies 

intertwining with birdsong, occasional laughter and the sound of surf.

Movement from Diana’s corner brought his attention back. She unwound 

herself and stood in one amazingly graceful movement that made Micah catch 

his breath. As she fastened her lasso to the side of her costume’s belt, she gave 

him a reassuring smile and looked questioningly at Donna.

“We couldn’t break into it, but we can look inside.” Donna brandished the 

mirror and Randolph’s file.



They settled around the desk to spend most of the day examining this piece 

of  Amazonian  mirror  magic.  With  it  they  could  see  the  reflection  of  the 

contents of the book. It was a volume of Randolph’s personal journal, possibly 

his last. Another normal mirror straightened the image to show page upon page 

of terse handwriting.

“Thank the gods he learned how to write in another age,” Diana said dryly. 

“This may be a bit flowery, but at least I can read it. Some current-day people 

have scrawls even they can’t read.”

They clicked  through  pages  of  a  journal  as  if  they  had  it  on  e-reader. 

“Definitely a find,” Diana concluded, “and we can close up some old cases.”

“But nothing about what’s happening now,” Micah said. “Frankly, I don’t 

want to read about his mistresses.”

“He was quite the pig,” Donna said.

“He thought that was what women were for,” Diana told her. “He was only 

interested in his sexual exploits, his plots for more fame, and new spells. And 

of course he complains here about the state of the nation. He always had strong 

ideas about that, said the US was heading downhill fast. He didn’t like to see 

anyone other than white landholding men in power.”

Micah checked some names through his laptop. “Those are television news 

people,” he reported. “National level.”

“Randolph did like to be in the spotlight.”

“Here’s two names, both dead. They were Sazias.” He ran more names as 

they came  up.  “Politician.  Tailor.  Babe,  I  mean,  lady.  Politician.  Say,  that 

guy’s one of the state’s party heads.”

“We’ll  look into that  later,” Diana murmured as she and Donna read as 

quickly as they could. They made it a contest: see which one could get through 

a page fastest to signal flipping to the next page.

“Politician again, if  we’re following our trend. Victim. Victim. Victim, I 

guess. I always wondered what happened to him. That one’s either a teacher, a 

retired  garbage  man…  This  one  maybe.  Financial  advisor?  No,  not  to 

Randolph. This guy is a Wall Street type, New York City address. So’s this 

other one.”
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They went through more names and Micah tallied them. Some categories 

stood out. “A set of finance people here. Wall Street with two from the Tokyo 

Stock Exchange. One Federal Reserve guy. A bunch of national-level lobbyists 

and politicos. CEOs of oil companies, energy companies, and mega-banks… 

on an international scale. Union bigwigs.” He looked up at them. “Sounds like 

he had money on the mind before he died.”

“You can’t take it with you,” Donna murmured and glanced at her sister.

“We need to make a trip to London,” Diana decided.

A late-afternoon tea had been served. Micah finished the final sandwich, 

chewing thoughtfully.

“Why are you looking at me?” Diana demanded. “I have no ideas on this. 

Or too many to put together. That’s why I think we need to hit London, see if 

there are any leads there. Micah?”

“Let me percolate.”

Diana nodded and looked to her sister. “Micah percolates and when he’s 

done, he always comes up with interesting speculation.”

“It’s true.” Micah cocked his head at Donna. “But the problem is I never 

know how long the percolating will take.”

Donna scooted back in her chair. With all the research, she’d been fidgeting 

just like her sister. “So we’re definite that it’s not the White Magician,” she 

said. “Just want to get that straight. All this sure sounds like him. I can see 

Angle Man in this, but not in a directing position. He’s a hireling.”

“It’s gotta be a Magician wannabe, despite those traps last night,” Micah 

said. “They were set on automatic, and no one turned ‘em off after the old boy 

died. Angle Guy is taking advantage of the situation. The dude in white could 

have been either him or our wannabe.”

Donna shook her head. “It  seems odd that a person who so loved being 

immortal,  wouldn’t  have set  up some kind of escape clause in case he got 

killed.”

Diana nodded as she sipped her tea. “Randolph got his extended lifetime. It 

required  powerful  spells  for  renewal.  But  then  he  wanted  more  and  it 

backfired. And now… Now, what? Could his demon spell have rebounded on 



someone? Could an apprentice have rigged it in some way to destroy him while 

imbuing themself with power?”

Micah dug with renewed vigor into the last cookie. “I don’t see Randolph as 

the type to hire an apprentice.”

“Neither do I.” Donna stood up, dusted herself off of any crumbs. “I’m tired 

of sitting here. I’m going to find out where Angle Man is, what he’s been up to 

lately. I may even have to speak to that smarmy lawyer of his. People should 

have ethics, right? Wish me luck.”

“Much luck,” Diana called as her sister left. “Love you!”

“Love you too.”

Micah leaned over Diana’s shoulder as she Googled “voice synthesizers.” 

“Really?” he asked.

“Someone’s trying to fool me, darling,” Diana replied. “I don’t appreciate 

that.” She became quiet as she made her choices among the search results.
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A shadow passed over Micah’s face. “Do you have to do that?” he asked.

“What?”

“Call everyone your darling. Sweetie. They’ll get the wrong idea.”

She smiled at him ruefully. “I’ve tried to rein myself in, but I’m afraid I 

keep forgetting. It’s just the way I am.”

“Now everyone thinks they’re special to you.”

“Well, they are. They are my sisters. Even my brothers.”

“I  think–”  Micah  began,  but  when  he  stopped,  Diana  looked  at  him 

expectantly.

Micah shrugged and looked everywhere but at her. “Well, it just makes me 

wonder. No pun.”

When  she  didn’t  reply,  he  hesitantly  continued.  “If  you  call  everyone 

sweetheart, how are they supposed to know if you  feel anything special for 

them? You know, a little closer than just family?”

Without waiting for a response, he asked, “Have you ever been in love?”

Clearly, he’d stymied Diana. She sucked in a breath, as if afraid to answer, 

but then her jaw set and she replied. “Donna says that I’ve only been attracted 

to men whom I thought I could change. That they were a project for me and not 

love.” Her mouth twisted. “As I gain distance from the affairs, I see why she’d 

think that. Let the goddesses witness: I don’t choose the right kind of man. I 

probably need more practice. And wisdom.”



She bit  her lower lip.  “But then, neither does Donna,” she countered. “I 

wish her best of luck on her romances, and I got the most wonderful nephew– 

may he enjoy Elysium– from her first marriage, but–”

Micah kept his gaze on her steady. Finally she admitted, “No, Micah. I’ve 

never been in love that way.”

“Are you able? Or does your mission prevent you?”

The corners of  her mouth curled upward.  “What mission can block true 

love? It’s the strongest force there is.”

“Theoretically.”

Diana turned away from him. “Yes, I suppose I wouldn’t know. But I’ve 

heard.  I’ve  seen.  The  history  of  the  world  has  changed  because  of  love. 

People’s entire lives have changed. I can’t afford that.”

She stood up and walked to the window, which distanced them even more. 

“I have a mission as Wonder Woman, which I have done my utmost to fulfill. I 

often wonder: if I were to fall truly in love, would that love come before my 

mission, or would I let my work come before my love?”

She shook her head. “I would never want to disrespect a lover or make him 

feel  lonely  or  less  because  my  work  came  first.  Neither  would  I  want  to 

disrespect the trust my people have placed in me, to name me their champion. 

Besides, I just don’t have the time to devote to a lover.” With a decisive nod of 

her head, she said, “It’s best that I don’t fall in love.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Di.” Micah clicked his computer screen to save the 

data that had accumulated there. “Of all the people on this world, I would hope 

that you could find some happiness.”

She turned to give him a smile that couldn’t hide a trace of sadness. “But I 

am happy, Micah. Never doubt that.”

“Not to the extent that you could be.”

She was silent for a few moments. Her eyelids lowered before she tilted her 

head and gave Micah a thorough up-and-down assessment. “If I’m truthful, I 

must admit that I’d often wondered. About you and me.”

“We’re not partners any more, Di.”

“We’re on a case together. Besides, look what a good friend I’ve been to 

you these past years. We’ve hardly spoken.”
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“You’ve been busy.”

“See?” Diana seemed angry at herself. “I make friends, close friends. And I 

get so busy I can’t give them the attention they deserve. I couldn’t do that to a 

lover. I couldn’t show my… priorities. It’s not disrespect; it’s…”

“It’s being Champion.”

Shakily she released a breath and nodded. “It is one of the few drawbacks 

of the position. That and the damned pedestal. People shouldn’t be treated that 

way.” Her eyes rose to meet his. “Not dear ones.”

Micah  chewed  on  that.  Chewed  on  a  multitude  of  emotions  that  Diana 

brought with her into his life. “But we are friends,” he said.

The smile she gave him was watery but genuine. “Yes, Micah dear, very 

good friends.  Please  don’t  ever  get  the  impression  that  I  don’t  value  you. 

Enormously.” Then she added, “In many ways.”

“Same  here,  Spangles,”  he  managed  as  he  closed  his  laptop  and  stood. 

“Look, if you’re flying to London I think I’ll go back to Boston, see what kind 

of trouble I can dig up. Digging might bring some worms up into the light. I’ll 

be in touch.”

“What? You’re not coming?”

Micah shook his head. “I’m a Boston boy. Here I am in parts unknown, out 

of my league. I don’t think I should stray any farther.”

She crossed her arms and squinted at him with one eye. “You put on such a 

lovely bluster. Underneath it lies a fear of yourself.”

“Myself?”

“That you could be great. I’ve noticed that about people. They don’t realize 

their  own  power.  They like  to  dwell  on  false  inadequacy.  Come  with  me 

tomorrow to London.” She held out her hand to him.

“I don’t–”

“I need you there. You, not a substitute. Come with me.”

So often her expression held this same compelling spark, the one that said, 

Let’s find a grand adventure. There was not a trace of fear there, but rather the 

excitement of anticipation, of discovering what was around the next corner. 

Those crinkled eyes  showed her confidence that whatever it was, she could 



handle it. Hell, she’d best it and make the telling of it legendary. And you’d be 

a part of it.

That hand reached out to him. Those eyes beckoned.

Micah wrinkled his nose and made a face like he’d just taken bad medicine. 

Then  he  grasped  that  hand.  “We  have  to  avoid  customs.  I  don’t  have  a 

passport.”

“Not a problem.”

“Okay.” Awkwardly he dropped his hand from hers and turned toward the 

door. “Think I should be getting packed.”

Diana released a breath she’d been holding and sat down. When he was 

gone, she gazed at the empty doorway for some time.

The Invisible Jet was Diana’s pride and joy. She polished it faithfully every 

day she could, and ran it through a systems check evenings at sundown. She’d 

only recently added it  to her  arsenal,  since moving from California.  It  had 

taken Amazon technicians a while to study Outer World technology and merge 

their own tech and modest magics to produce it.

In the atmosphere, whether flying or hovering, the Jet utilized basic mirror 

magic to wrap light around itself, in effect turning it invisible. When it neared 

the upper atmosphere  where air  thinned almost  to vacuum,  or when it  was 

parked on the ground, ready to accept a passenger who stood within a foot or 

two of it, it appeared as translucent layers of structure that allowed one to see 

its  framework  and any open doors.  The interior  wasn’t  visible  because the 

fabric of the plane hid it, though if the light was right, moving figures inside 

might be detected as blurs.

Diana’s tiara held a mental radio or “omni-wave” generator, with which she 

could  concentrate  on  specific,  pre-programmed  orders  and  transmit  them 

remotely to the plane. It was more transmitted brain-machine interface than 

true telepathy, but it would do. For more complicated work, the plane required 

manual control.

On top of all that, the jet could transport cargo. Behind the passenger cabin, 

secured inside safety netting, now sat Donna’s red roadster.
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“No, I haven’t let her anywhere near Baby,” Donna assured her cell phone 

as she swiveled side to side in a plush cabin chair.  “And no, your  tracking 

device  isn’t  malfunctioning.  I  loaded  the  car  into  the  Invisible  Jet.  If  you 

notice, you can’t track my phone signal either. I’m on the way to Italy.”

She listened for a few minutes before saying, “Um hm. Don’t worry about 

it. You know I’m a safe driver. Amazon reflexes; nothing to worry about. And 

just think: I’ll be able to put Baby through his strides on Italian roads. Um hm. 

Is that so? I’ll see if I can find a good time to ask her.”

After a few more minutes she hung up and swung her chair around to face 

Diana at the pilot’s station. “Loren Jupiter is so crushing on you. He always 

sneaks in some ‘How’s your sister?’ questions. I think he’d like you to wreck 

the car just to give him an excuse to meet you again. Why don’t you ever ask 

him out?”

Diana gave her a small smile. “Darling, I’m not sure he’s my type. Besides, 

the seventh- or whatever he is richest man in the world must have hundreds of 

women to choose from.”

“He’s cute.”

“He is very distinguished. Well-respected.” Diana gave a wistful, faraway 

smile. “He has nice hair.” She cut her eyes to Micah and then quickly away.

That glance didn’t escape Donna’s notice. “Micah has nice hair, too,” she 

observed  as  she  brought  her  digital  SLR up  to  focus  on  the  plane’s  non-

Amazon passenger. “Don’t you?”

“Huh?” Micah looked up from his laptop when he heard a buzzy click. 

“What? Why are you taking pictures? Are you talking about me?”

“Nothing important,” Diana assured him. “Don’t pay any mind to Donna. 

Italy’s coming up.”

“Amalfi, please. Angelo Bend owns a small villa overlooking the sea. Think 

I’ll look around there. Maybe take some shots if it’s got nice views.”

“Is that really his name? ‘Angelo Bend’?” Micah asked.

“I’ll ask after I’ve captured him. We may need Diana’s lasso to get to the 

truth,” Donna said as the jet began its descent.



From Italy the trip to London took about twenty minutes. As they touched 

down in an empty corner of Heathrow Airport under a lowering sky,  Micah 

crowed, “Got it!”

Diana finished powering down the Jet, then unbuckled herself to stand and 

stretch. “Got what?”

“The signature on the deed to the mansion. Finally. No other person than 

Peyton  Jefferson  himself,  CEO  of  World  Byte.”  Micah  flashed  Diana  a 

triumphant grin. “Did you know he used to work at Randolph Industries?” He 

showed Diana the files involved.

“Curiouser,” she said. She angled the laptop away from Micah, Googled the 

name, and then ran down the list of links before choosing one. Returning the 

computer, she said, “He’s here. At the G-20 conference.”

Micah frowned at the screen before he looked up. “You guys live for this 

kind of thing, don’t you?”

“I’m afraid so. And all the tech makes it even more exciting. Do you realize 

how long you would have had to search in the old days for this information?”

“Yeah. If you recall, in the old days–”

“In the old days you were more a jump-in-before-thinking guy,” Diana told 

him. “Now you plan things out. Quite thoroughly. I’m impressed.”

She moved to  the  exit  but  paused before  breaking into a blinding Spin. 

Micah hid his eyes from the flash. She emerged a 5-foot-7 version of herself, 

only with a straight, dark brown ponytail instead of her signature curly black 

mane, and brown eyes. Her skin bore a lighter shade than usual, but that might 

have been a trick of the light within the Jet. She wore a black business pantsuit 

and carried a small purse.

“Call me Prince. Diana Prince,” she said. She flashed an ID at him, and sure 

enough, it proclaimed her “Prince, S. Diana.”

“You’re  kidding.  Isn’t  that  a  bit  obvious?  What’s  next,  ah,  ‘Wendy 

Roman’?”

“A  military  clerk  once  mistook  my  name  when  I  introduced  myself. 

‘Prince.’” She imitated the man’s  deep voice, crisply repeating her name in 

army form. “‘S. Diana.’ I like it. It’s silly.”
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“You and your spangles.” Micah fingered the star pin brooch on her jacket. 

“You can’t resist them, can you? So, what’s the ‘S’ stand for?”

“Haven’t checked the file that far for Ms. Prince. The spell should show it 

somewhere.”

But Micah was already Googling. “This is amazing!” he exclaimed. “It’s 

got everything. Born in Rhode Island. Do you know you were quoted in the 

Alexandria Times last year? You’re an amateur historical reenacter. There’s a 

picture of you– I mean, of Diana Prince– in Colonial costume.” He showed it 

to her. “Can’t find the S.”

Diana shook her head. “I must look myself up. It wouldn’t do if someone 

questioned me and I didn’t–” She paused to think. “Do you have any female 

relatives whose names begin with S?”

Micah blinked at her a moment. “The first one that comes to mind is my 

cousin’s girlfriend. Simone.”

Diana nodded. “Ooh, sexy name. Simone it is.” She tapped on the top of the 

computer. “Check it.”

“Shit. It says here you’re Simone Diana Prince. That was quick.”

“It’s a great spell. Good to know it’ll cover for me when needed.”

As Diana dug into a compartment next to the last row of seats and produced 

her own computer tote, Micah asked, “Does my new passport work that way?”

“Silly  boy.  Your  passport  is  quite  ordinary.  The  Themiscyran  Embassy 

issues a lot of them. Any hero who knows Donna or me– so that includes just 

about everyone– can come to us if they need emergency papers. You’re now an 

honorary  citizen  of  Themiscyra.  Congratulations.  We’ll  have  cake  later  to 

celebrate.”

“But I’m not a hero.”

She gave him a smile surprising in its shyness. “You are to me. Now c’mon. 

Leave your luggage here. We have a lot of work to do.”

Located just west of London, the Chalfont Palace was over 350 years old, 

but had been completely renovated in the past decade. A century ago its facade 

had been redecorated in British Colonial style but now deep within, the four-



story structure was state of the art, specializing in extensive security. It was the 

perfect place to hold the G-20.

Diana  discovered  that  ventilation  shafts,  wiring  and  soundproofing 

materials  filled  the  spaces  above  ceilings.  Still,  there  was  room  for  a 

determined Amazon to squeeze through. She settled in one particular spot and 

pulled a book of sudoku out of her tote to work on while she surveilled. View 

holes finger-poked through ceiling tiles allowed her to see several areas of the 

spacious  room  below.  Between  occupants  she’d  tossed  a  number  of  self-

adhering micro-mikes at the walls.

Men’s  bathrooms  were  where  much  real  business  was  discussed. 

Unfortunately  not  many  important  world  personages  would  be  visiting  the 

ladies’ rooms.  This toilet  seemed to be the one the higher-ranked assistants 

came to. Major delegates claimed the fancier one on the first floor, but they 

never had the good gossip.

She tucked the sudoku book to the side as two men in impeccable business 

attire entered.  They spoke quietly,  as if  the walls  really were listening, and 

Diana jotted the names on their security badges into her notes.

“What does Webb know?” Parton asked Collinwood as they one made his 

way to a urinal and the other, a stall. “Do others have any idea what’s going 

on?”

 Diana  didn’t  watch  them.  She’d  satisfied  basic  curiosity  about  male 

physiology years ago and didn’t have any of the more earthy fetishes.

“If they do, I haven’t heard.”

“It’s  getting  so  bad  everyone’s  beginning  to  notice.  National  Insurance 

numbers are down by half overnight. No clue as to where the money went or 

who’s doing the changes.”

“Saint-Roget says la Sécu reports the same thing.”

“Someone’s got it in for French geezers? Taking away their pensions?”

“It’s more than that. Government health benefits and such as well, across 

the entire country. Australia and South Africa are reporting the same.”

“The Swede was saying something about army payrolls. At least I think he 

was. Damned translator was as hard to understand as the Swede.” (Diana made 

a note to add “translator” to her list of possible occupations when undercover.) 
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“I sent some inquiring emails to a couple contacts at the WTO and IMF. Let’s 

see what they come back with.”

A flush interrupted the conversation.

“You think it’s gone further?” They’d come around to the sinks. When they 

checked their hair in the mirrors, she took two quick photographs.

“What, you think the stock market maybe?”

“If an organization can hack into government accounts, why not the public 

ones as well?”

Parton cursed. “I need to check my statements.”

“You do that. I did. Mine are off.”

They discussed more problem areas for some time and then Parton let out a 

low whistle. “A little here, a little there– equals huge overall. You think this is 

worldwide?”

“Of course it is, but Favre’s been all over our accounts. How many drills 

have we run through in the past week? It’s all bollixed. Lost money. Money 

appearing from nowhere.”

Collinwood declared, “I think it’s the Chinese.”

“Hackers?  Even the  Chinese  aren’t  this  good.  Whoever’s  behind this  is 

some kind of expert. Mega-expert.”

“Maybe one of those brainy dark capes?”

“A dark cape with an advanced accounting degree. A cape who’s got some 

mystery offshore bank account and who can block every anti-virus program we 

can throw at him.”

“If countries beyond Europe and the Commonwealth are experiencing the 

same thing…”

“Then it’s time to cash out, grab some solid gold bullion and hang onto it. 

That’s what I’m doing today. The markets will crash worse than last time.”

“You think?”

“There’ll be no bail-outs this time. No one will have the cash to do it. The 

markets will flatline. We’ll all need to move to Iceland.”

“There’s always cash,” Collinwood said. “All the government has to do is 

print money.”

“It won’t be backed by gold.”



“It  isn’t  now.  Hasn’t  been  in  ages.  Anymore  money’s  only numbers  in 

computers. We might keep a few quid in our wallets, but they represent those 

numbers now, not bits of gold, no matter what the money itself says.”

As  the  men  left,  Diana’s  lips  pressed  together  tightly.  This  accounting 

problem had gone from personal  and corporate  levels  to  governmental  and 

international ones. They hadn’t said anything about a Coin of Power, nothing 

about theft of actual coins.

Finances  funneled through computers  truly did have nothing to  do with 

coinage.  And  yet  somehow  this  must  be  tied  together.  But  how could  an 

ancient  coin,  made  thousands  of  years  before  any computer,  affect  today’s 

technology? Such magic shouldn’t fit comfortably with tech.

Could  Angle  Man’s  techno-magic  Angler  interact  with  more  mundane 

magic in the coins if it worked… indirectly? A possibility– one beyond her 

ken. But Angle Man was also a man of this century. He wasn’t renowned for 

being a computer  savant,  but  perhaps  he’d kept  that  skill  hidden.  With his 

background, he certainly knew someone who was.

And yet, coins or mere numbers, it boiled down to just money: a soulless 

concept that was unimportant in the vast scope of things.

She tucked both the sudoku and notebook she’d scribbled on into her tote 

and listened to her environment.  No one remained in the men’s  room.  She 

didn’t hear any voices approaching outside. She slipped her ceiling tile up and 

hopped to the floor.

Straightening her skirt, she gave herself a quick check in the mirrors. She 

dusted  bits  of  insulation  out  of  her  hair,  gave  her  pantyhose  a  final  snap, 

straightened, and then made a beeline for the exit. The door opened right into 

the faces of two men. They stared at her and double-checked the “MEN” sign.

Diana clapped her palms  to her face and dropped her jaw in a shocked 

expression. “Blimey!” she exclaimed to them before she scurried away in the 

direction of the ladies’ room.

The villa in sun-drenched Amalfi was elegant without being ostentatious. 

Donna strolled its rooms, empty of inhabitant, and admired the fit of modern 

decor  against  the  Renaissance-style  architecture.  Every  now  and  then  an 
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antique  piece  would  peek  out  at  her,  drawing  her  attention.  They  were 

magnificent specimens of clocks, paintings, mirrors, vases… All most certainly 

either stolen or bought with tainted money.

She searched through drawers and bookcases. Knocked on walls to make 

sure no secret rooms or hidey-holes lay within them. The bedroom contained 

photos that must be family. Donna photographed them quickly and moved on.

Two computers gave up their security codes to her; she’d been taught by 

expert hackers.  But  there was far too much information on them for her to 

comb through. Besides, her Italian was either not what it should be, or Angelo 

Bend had an odd way of naming his files. It must be a bent way, she decided 

with a lopsided smile to herself. She studied a few, then drew a flash drive 

from her pocket and copied the rest.

From within that same star-flecked pocket came the sound of wind chimes. 

She checked her cell and took the call, chatting as she leisurely completed her 

search.

 The  marble-balustraded  balcony  gave  a  view  overlooking  the  Gulf  of 

Salerno– a relaxing azure today that faded into distant mist– and its line of 

rocky mountains. Below her the city’s houses perched on steep slopes, little 

pastel-colored cubes with terracotta roofs against the greenery. A welcoming 

warm breeze offset the day’s heat.

“Hang on a sec, Dick,” Donna said and switched lines. “Troy here.”

The voice on the other end was mechanical, one of those filters that crazed 

the tone and echoed. “You will not endear yourself to me with this search,” it 

told her as it fluctuated between the timbres of male and female.

Was  this  the  same  person  Diana  had  mentioned?  Donna  immediately 

triggered the phone’s “trace” function. “Is that so?” she purred as she watched 

the map on the screen.  “I  take it  you’re  not  going to leave your  name.  Or 

number.”

“I would if you would agree to go out with me.”

“Okay. Let’s meet.”

“Not in a business arena,  tesoruccio. For you,  moonlight  and wine on a 

balcony overlooking the sea.”



She regarded the phone sourly before she said, “I am in need of some info, 

Angelo. Don’t toy with me.”

“But toying is half the fun.” The mechanical voice sighed, which sounded 

slightly obscene. The pause he took was a long one, but Donna waited. “If we 

must, I could meet you somewhere for… business.”

“Give me a location and I’ll be there.”

“You are too beautiful to have no romance in your heart. Meet me and I will 

tell you a little of what you want to hear and then you will tell me a little of 

what I want to hear, no?”

“Angelo, I thought you were gay.”

“Gay?  Who has  said this?  I  am not  gay.”  The fuzzy mechanical  twang 

evaporated, leaving his masculine voice undiluted.

“I’d just heard–”

“I am not gay! I am European!”

“Okay, okay. Maybe I heard from the wrong person. You offered to meet 

up?”

He gave another theatrical sigh for the interrupted tease, but it came with an 

address  and a time.  That  night.  It  sounded like  a deserted place.  Great;  he 

wanted to play Deep Throat with all its double entendres. Well, she’d see about 

that.

Angelo added, “He’s targeting you all, you know. And please don’t leave 

messy  fingerprints  on  my  paintings.  They’re  quite  legally  bought,  I  assure 

you.”

“Who’s targeting us?”

But only the dial tone answered. Donna eyed her phone screen. Nope, no 

location more precise than just Naples. She clicked over to her previous call.

“So,  Dick,”  she said conversationally.  “What  can you  tell  me  about  the 

costumed crime scene in Italy?”



C H A P T E R

14

icah unfolded the pocket map of London’s Tube network over 

the ancient wooden tabletop in front of him. Compared to the six-

line  simplicity  of  Boston’s  T  routes,  the  Tube  here  was  a 

sprawling labyrinth.  There  were eleven lines,  and those lines  branched and 

seemingly mutated to form a net  throughout  the city.  Okay,  maybe  he was 

biased. London was a little larger than Boston.

M
He’d  managed  to  find  the  main  Bank  of  England  building,  a  fancy, 

columned affair that covered most of the block it was on. One of the many 

demonstrations devoted against the G-20 had taken place there earlier in the 

afternoon, but the streets had cleared out since, at least of shouting pedestrians 

with signs and wary lines of cops. Now there was bumper-to-bumper traffic 

enough to make Boston’s look tame, and it was all running in the wrong lanes.

He didn’t see merit in trying to snag one of the numerous world leaders in 

town for the conference. Diana had taught him that governmental bigwigs, like 

their corporate cousins, didn’t know much about what was really happening 

behind their  backs  anyway.  It  was the  people  on the secondary–  or maybe 

when you got to the more rarified realms of government, the tertiary levels– 

who were the true movers and shakers. The tertiaries would be the go-fers for 

their supervisors, no matter what kind of fancy suit they wore to do it. They’d 

have useful info and no security guards to block access.

The table across the pub from him held a number of suited businessmen. All 

had come here from the bank after closing. They’d done a lot of furtive talking, 



glancing around the room and hunching down, but one of their number merely 

listened and took notes. He was a tubby block of efficient British organization, 

scribbling away on his electronic notepad as he nodded at comments. When the 

crowd got up to leave, it was he to whom they turned to place instructions. He 

nodded and sat there, still scribbling, as his table emptied out.

Micah slid into the seat next to him. The scribbler gave a start and then 

flipped the cover closed across his notepad. Micah snapped his business card in 

front of him and tapped on it.

“I’m a private investigator from the States,” he said.

“I’m sure you have the wrong person,” Scribbler said quickly as shoved his 

seat back, preparing to leave.

“I’m working on a case with Wonder Woman,” Micah said. He kept his 

voice low, but the man gaped at him as if he’d just announced the Second 

Coming.

“Prove it,” Scribbler finally said. Still, he eased back into his seat. Now he 

spared the business card a glance.

Micah reached in his pocket to produce his passport. He showed it to the 

man. “Themiscyran embassy, Washington, DC,” he pointed out.

Scribbler took the passport and stared at it. Then he compared the photo to 

the man beside him.

“Suppose I believe you,” Scribbler said slowly. “What would you want with 

me?”

Micah took back the passport.  “Some information to guide us through a 

financial maze we’ve wandered into. We’re trying to discover just how big that 

maze is… and what’s at the end if we can find our way out.”

Scribbler’s head whipped back and forth, peering at the pub’s inhabitants, 

then at the passers-by through the windows. “Where is she? Is she here?”

Micah patted the man’s sleeve. “Easy.  A little more subtle, friend. She’s 

across town at the conference, undercover. Or she was heading there when I 

left her a couple hours ago.”

Disappointment made the man’s face fall. “You’re lying.”

Micah laughed. “The princess doesn’t condone lying. Much.”

Scribbler considered that.
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“Now, I was thinking that you might  know something about this trouble 

we’re tracking. Heard a hint? A name? A company mentioned? Mr.?”

Scribbler hesitated before he said, “Phillips. Martin Phillips.”

“Mr. Phillips.”

“I…  Ah…  Are  you  sure–?”  His  inward-turned  frown  displayed  deep 

thought taking place. “No, I can see this. Someone on Justice League levels 

might investigate at that. They should be. Mr…” he checked the business card 

again, “Rains. There are some strange things going on with the markets. With 

accounts.”

“Personal accounts, company accounts…?”

“Here  and there  across  all  lines,  government  accounts  included.  Our  IT 

department has been working round the clock the past two days. It came on 

sudden-like. Hit just a few about a week ago. By today it’s affected about a 

third of our accounts. Doesn’t matter if it’s corporate holdings or a little old 

lady’s  pension.  Sometimes  it’s  a  fraction  of  the  account,  something  that 

wouldn’t  be  noticed  without  our  systems.  Other  times,  the  entire  account 

disappears completely off the network, even the backup. We’ve only caught 

those by going through hard copy in our files to compare. It’s the cleverest 

hacker we’ve ever encountered. Michaels thinks it’s the North Koreans, but 

Michaels thinks everything’s the North Koreans.”

They stopped talking as a woman came to clean up the group’s leavings. 

She eyed the men before loading up her tray and moving on.

Micah leaned toward Phillips. “Any accounts actually gaining in value?”

“Erm… Yes. How did you know?”

“We’ve heard there have been a few. We’re trying to find the connections 

between them.”

“Gray  and  Robertson.”  At  Micah’s  questioning  face,  he  supplied,  “An 

investment bank. I believe they have many Americans as customers.”

Phillips named another company that had raised flags, and one individual. 

“He’s Kahndaqi,” he added before Micah could ask.

Micah had his own scribbling to do, but his was done in his favorite paper 

notebook.



“Any ideas?” Phillips asked as he leaned in to read the other notes on the 

page. “How it’s all connected, I mean.”

Micah sighed. “No firm ideas yet, but somewhere in this is mag–”

The pub’s main window crashed inward. Shards of glass flew everywhere.

Micah upended the table to use as a shield, pushing Phillips down with him. 

One after another, the other windows exploded as well. Patrons screamed, then 

scrambled for the rear exits.

Phillips made to follow, but Micah stopped him. “It could be a trap,” he 

said. “Someone could be waiting at the back door.”

But four huge men burst through the front door.

“On the other hand, back exit may be the way to go,” Micah confided as he 

pushed Phillips ahead of him toward the exit. Phillips did a surprisingly good 

job of imitating the Flash.

Micah was quick,  but  he must  have been the  target  as the four  made  a 

beeline toward him. Just as he reached the door, he felt his jacket pull, then rip. 

A beefy hand clamped down on his shoulder. Ahead of him, Phillips held the 

exit wide for Micah, his eyes boggling at what he saw.

As his attacker tried to pull him back, Micah swung him with a hip throw. 

The man skidded on the floor, landing halfway through the door.

“Go! Go!” Micah told Phillips, and tried to jump through the gap.

But  more  hands  reached  for  him.  Micah’s  only  pleasure  was  in  seeing 

Phillips slam the door shut on the first attacker, braining him well.

Micah managed to turn to face the new guy. Big new guy. Big, big. Seven 

and a half feet tall and literally broad as an ox. Veins stood out on his bared 

lower arms, his neck, and even his face. Micah had seen this type before: the 

White Magician’s magicked minions, semi-human division. The guy’s  ham-

sized fist was already in motion.

He managed to duck under most of the jab, but it caught the edge of his jaw. 

People were always aiming for his Irish chin. It must be jealousy.

“Arr-uff!” Micah grabbed onto the giant’s coat and brought him down with 

him as he landed on his back. I am an Amazon, Micah chanted to himself for 

courage as he always did when he got in over his head. He hefted the beast 

over him using his right leg, and dropped him on his skull.
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The flail  of  veiny,  overbalanced  limbs  hindered  him only  a  moment  as 

Micah flung himself behind the pub’s bar.

He came up with his gun drawn. Using both hands, with elbows steadied on 

the counter, he aimed at his recovering opponents, who eased back. One even 

brought his hands up in surrender as he backed toward the entrance.

Micah wished he had three sets of eyes.  “You can leave or wait  for the 

police to arrive. Smile for the camera.” Using one shoulder, he indicated the 

security cam over the bar.

The fellow on his  farthest  left  made  the  slightest  movement  and Micah 

swung around to him. Blam! The gun the man had been raising spun across the 

pub floor. Micah pivoted back to cover the remaining two.

“Anybody else  want  to  be  turned into Swiss  cheese? Or  do they call  it 

something else here?” Micah snarled. “Hands up! Hands in the air!”

Both  of  them  reluctantly  complied,  but  both  now  walked  purposefully 

backward.  With  a  sudden  burst  of  speed,  they  crashed  back  through  the 

entrance, and Micah heaved a sigh of relief. He kept his gun ready, just in case. 

The fellow in the back door was still out, and the guy he’d shot was definitely 

in need of an ambulance. Micah walked over to him.

Good god, the man was huge. He must have been on heavy steroids since 

birth.

“And  yet  you’re  not  invulnerable,”  Micah  murmured  as  he  circled  the 

sprawled man.

Suddenly the behemoth shifted. His mammoth muscles began to ripple. The 

man jerked and let out an agonized howl of pain.

Micah stepped back, the man in his sights. He made sure the security cam 

had a good view; he wanted to take a look at the video himself.

More twitches and the monster devolved, or maybe evolved into just a man 

of average build.

“Hands on your head!” A voice shouted from the pub entrance.

Micah looked up. Cops. Immediately he placed his gun on the nearest table 

and did as told. He nodded at the man on the floor. “I was the victim here. This 

guy needs an ambulance.”



Micah eased back to let the primary squad of police come through. Two 

officers devoted themselves to him.

“Check  the  video,”  he  told  them.  “Ask  the  witnesses.  My ID’s  in  my 

jacket.”

There was much bustle of a kind Micah was unfortunately used to at crime 

scenes, though the accents were different. By some providence he got his gun 

returned, and felt safer for it.

The man in the back door also reverted to more human form as he was 

cuffed. In the shock of the moment he might have gotten away if he hadn’t 

doubled over in pain from the change.

“Bollocks!”  the  officer  beside  Micah  gasped.  Then  he  gave  Micah  an 

appraising look. “You Americans. You do this all the time, do you? You really 

working with Wonder Woman?”

“This is the kind of stuff she gets a kick out of,” he assured him. “Me, not 

so much.”

Together  they  followed  the  brained  assailant  and  his  mob  of  attending 

police out the pub. The ambulance was pulling away with the other man when 

movement broke out of the milling crowd.

Another hulk of a man; he might have been one of the two that escaped. His 

hands  were  outreached,  almost  hooks.  His  intention  was  clear:  to  throttle 

Micah. He was fast.

Micah went into automatic cross stance. When the lunging man reached in, 

he slid to the side, grabbed the man’s right arm, and brought his elbow up to 

deliver a high forearm block. The man arched backward under his attack and 

fell to the ground.

Micah didn’t have to finish it. When the man looked up, he was surrounded 

by a circle of irate, blue-jacketed men in helmets.

One  of  the  group,  Micah’s  attending  officer,  spared  him  a  glance. 

“Americans,” he accused Micah, and shook his head sadly.

“You  shoulda  seen  me.”  Micah  went  through his  martial  arts  positions. 

“Wham!  Clonk!  They  were  down!”  He  swept  his  hands  outward  over  an 
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invisible foe lying on the ground. But it hadn’t seemed to make any impression 

on her.

“C’mon, smile, Diana.” Their capsule rose slowly, and the city of London 

began to spread out all around them, reflecting brilliantly amidst the nighttime 

drizzle. “You’re so grim.”

“I’m not grim; I’m thinking. First coins, then banks and corporations. Now 

entire countries. Someone is shifting the world’s financial network. How are 

they doing this?”

“Stop it. Give your brain a rest while your subconscious works. Enjoy the 

view.” Micah spread his arms wide to encompass the sight from the London 

Eye, and then turned as some flashing lights across the Thames by Big Ben 

caught his attention.

Diana  scowled  at  herself.  It  was  this  job  that  was  making  her  grim. 

Grimmer  by  the  year,  it  seemed.  She  was  tired  of  people  making  similar 

comments. She was not a grim person at heart. Attitude depended upon one’s 

will.

“I will not be grim,” she vowed, and then realized she said it out loud.

“Good,” Micah said.

“And that all sounds like something I’d loved to have watched.” The edge 

of her mouth quirked. “You used to be… Well. Enthusiastic but not… Well. 

From what I hear and see, your martial skills have improved enormously since 

we were together. Before, you’d just bound into trouble like a puppy. Thank 

Hermes you were lucky. Now you don’t rely so much on that; you prepare. 

You strategize. You’re a real force to contend with.” The measuring gaze she 

gave him included a full up-and-down scan. Were that raised right eyebrow 

and satisfied expression signs of approval or a flicker of flirtation?

“I hate to say it, but I owe it all to you,” Micah told her. He watched the 

landscape so he could get  it  out  without  stumbling.  “I’d  been goofing off. 

Treating my job– hell, my life– like I was still a kid, like it was all a game. But 

you made me see I had to grow up to get things that needed to be done, done.”

“You’ve trained, darling. More than just the gun.”

“I was always good at shooting.”

“I’d noticed.”



“Now I make sure I keep my skills sharp. I’m a black belt in kenpo and 

brown belt in choi li fut. I hit the shooting range at least every other week.” He 

turned to her again. “When was the last time you worked out with a gun?”

She gave him a rueful smile. “I’m not fond of guns. Maybe…” Her head 

tilted and she looked up into the distance. “Goddess, I can’t recall the last time 

I  was at  a  shooting range.  I’ll  have to put  that  on my to-do list.  I  usually 

concentrate on deflecting bullets–” she held her right arm up in Bullets and 

Bracelets  mode–  “not  on  shooting  them.”  Her  eyes  now  focused  on  him. 

“Thank you for reminding me. You’ll keep me in line, won’t you? A refresher 

course in investigation is always good. And you remind me of… other things 

as well.”

 The soft glow in her eyes as she gazed at him reminded Micah of the times 

he’d wished she’d looked at him that way. Now, years later, she was. “Good. 

Now come over here so you can see the Thames better.” He motioned for her 

to come nearer to the window wall, and slipped his arm around her waist to 

pull her forward. “Relax.”

It was an everyday move, a natural act that any man might do to a close 

female friend.

But the moment his fingers locked on her, they both became acutely aware 

that this touch was not everyday.

Micah didn’t think. He pulled Diana against his side. And she allowed it.

They stood there for some moments in silence, not looking at the city but 

pretending to. Instead their senses flooded with that touch, then extended to 

take in the warmth of each other, the unique smell of each other, now up close. 

Here in the capsule the sound of their breathing seemed amplified.

Micah had dared this much. “When we’re through here,” he said, surprised 

how steady his voice was, “let’s find a nice place for dinner. My treat. Maybe 

we could even call it a date.”

“Th-that would be nice. Yes, I’d like that, Micah,” and somehow his name 

was different when she said it, like husky honey.

He turned his face to her. She knew, for she turned to him as well. Her eyes 

were not for the window, but for his lips.

“It’s a beautiful view,” he said softly.
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“I’d like to– Oh, balls!”

Gently  but  quickly  she  pushed  him back,  giving  her  room to  spin  into 

costume. Micah shielded his eyes and when the light had dimmed, she was 

already pressing the doors to their capsule open.

He didn’t ask her why. He could see the sudden chaos around them.

Tiny sparkles of gold whipped everywhere, spurting from all directions. Up, 

down, west, north and south– Diana tried to figure their point of origin even as 

she jumped. Her skin burned with tiny shocks where each buzzing sparkle hit. 

A third of the way down, she grabbed one of the rain-slicked spokes of the 

Eye’s wheel and spun on it, changing her direction. Halfway down from there, 

she realized the densest sparkles were heading to her right, following the river. 

Instead of falling, she reached for a higher, lighter state of consciousness. And 

she flew.

The  sparkles  coalesced  just  beyond  the  Westminster  Bridge,  but  on  the 

Eye’s side of the Thames. Perhaps they were gathering to target Westminster 

and Parliament.  She landed in  the  midst  of  a  golden  snowstorm,  centering 

herself even as she numbed her skin to the shocks.

From out  of  the  sparkles,  a  waft  of  black  smoke  drifted  past  her  from 

behind on the right. Another followed from her left side. Diana whirled to find 

a gash in the atmosphere, an unholy hole of nothingness twenty feet above the 

ground.  Lightning crackled along its edges. From the hole oozed a dark fog 

until the gash closed.

The fog began to grow even as she watched. Arms of smoke formed out of 

it, reaching blindly here and there. They swirled clockwise at a slower pace 

than the center of the cloud. The center spun faster and faster as she watched. It 

twisted  upon  itself.  Instead  of  sparkles,  the  maw  of  the  cloud  now  spat 

basketball-sized bursts of yellow smoke.

The more that came out, the more solid they were. The faster they came. 

And in more numerous waves.

One hit a parked car and it exploded.

Civilians huddled behind the bridge’s rails, crying in terror. Diana realized 

there was a parking lot below the green level she stood on, open to the sky 



along the edges. The cars there would be fuel for this threat. “Get out of here!” 

Diana shouted at the people. “Run!”

The car was burning hard and fast. It would set the others on fire, and all 

that energy would be bottled in the semi-enclosed garage. More energy balls 

spurted past her.

She tossed her lasso around the front of the fiery car below her and gave it a 

jerk,  standing it  on end.  Then she jumped down to that  level.  Fiercely she 

focused her chi and breathed deeply for extra energy. She grabbed a strut in the 

car’s undercarriage– so hot!– and with a mighty effort, lifted the car. A wide, 

open ramp at the back of the garage gave her a target to heave the car, where 

hopefully it could burn itself out without harming much else.

Diana caught her breath while assessing the situation. Civilians were exiting 

the area; good. A few cars were headed into the lot from the far side. They 

wouldn’t be able to see what was going on. As quickly as she could, she ran to 

shove parked cars to block traffic from coming in. Then another flaming car 

had to be dispatched like the first.

The  cloud  changed  tactics,  though  it  made  no  move  to  turn  toward 

Parliament. It fired less often, but the energy balls were larger, their trajectories 

longer, swooshing out above the small park here. They were definitely solid 

now. Although they were too hot to handle, her lasso could secure them well 

enough. The trick was in catching the quick buzzards. She launched them so 

they  soared  high  above  the  skyline  of  London,  where  they  fizzled  into 

nothingness.

Good enough. Again the attack changed: smaller balls, but now aimed in 

her general direction. She chuckled; stupid cloud. Diana assumed the forward 

bracer  stance,  her  arms  up  and  ready,  legs  flexed.  Her  bracelets  were 

unbreakable, impact-reflecting ceramic.  She blocked each ball  as it came to 

her,  running  around the  wet  grass  as  if  it  were  a  giant  tennis  court.  They 

ricocheted into the Thames. Pok! A ball bounced off her bracelet. And another 

one. And another.

The fourth was solider still and made a “krak” noise when it hit.
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Apparently this variation of Bullets and Bracelets was a tourist attraction. 

“Get away!” she shouted to approaching gawkers, who seemed mesmerized by 

the scene. Some were taking photos with their cells. “Get under cover! Now!”

Most actually obeyed as the balls came faster and faster.

The balls  targeted her with single-minded fury,  and she concentrated on 

deflecting them all.  Once they hit  her  bracelets  they fell  harmlessly to  the 

ground, where they dissolved.

After some minutes of this the assault  had not abated, but neither had it 

increased.

Diana took a chance. Swift as an arrow, she caught one ball and tossed it 

back into the cloud’s gullet.

Now she was committed. She had to catch them all, send them all back to 

their source, instead of using her bracelets.

They were hot. Her quick grabs didn’t convey much of their heat to her, but 

cumulatively it built. Her hands began to burn, and she considered going back 

to a defensive stand.

But she had another weapon at her disposal.

“Calling plane!” she shouted, as she was unable to take the time to touch 

her tiara’s star to summon it. Voice recognition circuits kicked in instead. They 

were slower, but hopefully they would work in time.

It was tricky maneuvering here, so close to historic landmarks and trees. 

Perhaps the cloud thought so, too, for it bounced away, over a sizable modern 

building. Diana flung herself into the air to follow. She recognized medical 

symbols and realized it must be a hospital. A busy road and its traffic fronted 

it. This cloud had to be eliminated quicker than quick.

Within thirty seconds of her call, she sensed the distortion that was the 

vapor layer around her invisible jet. It came close enough that she could see its 

translucent structure. “Full visible mode,” she told it, and instantly the plane 

became opaque. Navigation, strobe and beacon lights displayed on the plane’s 

extremities, while a skeleton of dim light strips traced the plane’s seams.

The Jet hovered just above the wide city thoroughfare, its lights reflecting 

on the damp street. Traffic came to a squealing halt in each oncoming lane.



Diana dodged the balls’ barrage as best she could as she slipped inside her 

plane. The time she took to do that allowed two balls to hit the ground outside. 

They exploded, sending pieces of pavement flying. Diana strapped herself in 

even as she maneuvered the plane into a tight turn. It  stayed level with the 

ground as it  rotated,  and she reversed so the  front  of  her  right  primary jet 

moved within inches of the cloud.

The lead cars below her screamed away from the cataclysm, leaving a wide 

ribbon of empty roadway below her. Other traffic stayed put, outside the battle 

zone. Good, level-headed Brits!

Juggling the twelve engines of various functions she had at her disposal, she 

kept the plane in position while firing up the right engine to top speed. The 

normally silent mechanism began to roar, then howl like a hurricane.

The jet’s turbine dragged the half-formed golden spheres unwillingly to it. 

The dark cloud frayed along its edges. Sucking at those edges, the engine drew 

them in. For long minutes the cloud seemed unaffected, but the jet  was too 

powerful, even as it bucked in protest. The cloud began to shift until all of a 

sudden the center blackness whooshed into the engine.

In moments the last mote had been sucked in. Nothing came out the other 

side except turbulent air.

Diana shut off the primary engines and let the plane hover well above the 

street. She ran a diagnostic, and then another of a different kind.

Her plane was still intact for the most part. There was minor damage, but 

the jet didn’t seem to be carrying any kind of mystic cloud within it.

After  another  minute’s  watchfulness  Diana  landed  the  jet  behind  the 

hospital on the tiny park. “Visible mode off,” she commanded. It disappeared 

from view. “Stay.” The drizzle intensified and her hair dripped down her back. 

She walked the area again, sniffing for more magic, but found none.

Micah trotted up, his gun ready in his hand. “All clear?” he yelled to her as 

he could,  being out  of  breath.  Security horns blared in the chilly night  air. 

Multi-colored  police  lights  flashed  from  far  down  the  wet  road  as  they 

approached.  Sirens  wailed.  Three  people  were  spraying  the  car  fires  with 

extinguishers.

“All cl–” She saw it then, behind the line of trees.
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Letters had burned into the side of the concrete foundation of the hospital:

You are too late. My coin is minted new.

Just below the text sat three coins. Diana picked them up and turned them 

over. She recognized them from the pictures in Micah’s notebook, the Boston 

and Baltimore robberies. They all had been ancient before, but clean. Now they 

were sooty. Their inscriptions were worn almost to smoothness. Diana stared at 

them and Micah drew up beside her.

“I have no idea what it means,” he said, “but that can’t be good.”



C H A P T E R

15

ola,  Angelo!”  Donna called through the  poorly lit  parking 

deck, empty but for a dozen or so cars. It was located at the 

western  edge  of  metropolitan  Rome.  She’d  gotten  the 

impression that he was trying to lead her away from his sacred home ground, 

so she’d made sure she’d left several monitoring devices there, just in case he 

decided  to  skip  this  appointment.  “You’ve  been  watching  too  many  old 

movies,” she called. “This Deep Throat thing’s been done.”

“H
Across the enclosed level came a scuff. Donna sighed and began walking 

toward it.  Drama queens.  With the city’s  lights visible only here and there 

beyond the limits of the concrete structure, the stars shimmering in the fabric 

of  her  uniform  shone  softly.  “No  lasso,  per  instructions.”  Of  course  he 

wouldn’t know that she had pockets that could secure an astounding amount of 

material, and yet appear entirely empty from the outside.

“Stay there.” It was definitely Angelo Bend’s smooth voice. “No closer. I 

should not be doing this.”

Donna examined her nails, just visible from the light of the miniature Altair 

that shone tonight on her right shoulder. “People are curious. Is ‘Angelo Bend’ 

really your name? Or is that just show business?”

“I should think you’d have more on your mind than unimportant little me. 

I’d hoped to attract your attention in other ways.”

“My sister  and I  have a  difference of  opinion as  to  how deeply you’re 

involved in all this.”
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“So you know?”

Donna shrugged in his direction, hoping he thought she knew more than she 

did. “We’re fitting things together. And right in the middle of it all, you keep 

popping up. Why is that, Angelo?”

“If I had known he would involve you, I might not have agreed to help, 

signora. As it is…”

He again. Well, at least they had a gender confirmed. That narrowed things 

down to half the world population.

Angelo’s voice echoed in the close environment. “I might have gotten into 

some business I shouldn’t. I do not like plots that turn to take paths I was not 

told they’d take.”

“We know you’re just a pawn in this. Well, maybe a knight. You’re familiar 

with the legal system. You help us; your judge will take your cooperation into 

account.”

“Don’t  talk  so  loud.  I  think  our  mutual…  interest… can  listen,  though 

through what means, I am not sure.”

Donna paused to consider. “Are you talking magic?”

“Magic?” He said that as if surprised. “I, ah… Beh. That’s possible. I had 

not considered that. Perhaps not. As I said, not sure. He has changed directions 

on me. I do not know what his end game is. I don’t like that. My work involves 

having the complete information. That is how I get the job done.”

“So your boss doesn’t use magic? But he’s trying to pretend he’s the White 

Magician?”

“White Magician? Who is that? I do not know that name.”

Who is that, indeed. Donna sidled closer, trying to make it look like she was 

hardly moving at all. She softened her voice to give an excuse for him to come 

nearer. “I could tell you more about this magician, but I’d really rather hear 

about your boss and what he’s been telling you. I’m listening. Tell me what 

you came to say.”

She  could  hear  him as  he  stepped  closer.  It  was  only  one  person  who 

moved, but there could be others in the shadows around the parked cars.  If 

there were, they were silent.



Angelo’s voice was almost  a whisper. “All I  have to say is this:  strange 

things are happening to money.  I  receive a list  of jobs, a list  of  things my 

employer wants. Coins, all of them coins. Nothing particularly special about 

them, but now that you mention magic, I wonder. I must think about that angle.

“Then I happened to hear from one of my friends– Mouse Man, do you 

even know him? He was small-time– oh, that’s a joke, I did not realize– but 

your  sister  ran  into  him  at  times  in  Australia.  We  became  acquaintances 

through chance. Three days ago he complained his accountant steals from him. 

I  asked if  he knew for a fact,  and he said it  must  be,  because money was 

missing.

“And another friend– you do not know of her– told me the same of her 

accounts,  but  she  had  come  across  a  robot  attaching  itself  to  her  home 

computer.  I  learn this  within two hours  of  Mouse Man telling me.  I  begin 

calling on others. I am here; I am there. I listen. I think it is a pattern, and now I 

am wondering: is it just among thieves? My Angler, she takes me around the 

world and I ask. I know someone in South America politics, high in a treasury 

department, and he tells me just this morning that his people have encountered 

mechanical  robbers  who  vanish  with  a  major  RAID  subsystem  before  la 

polizia can arrive. He wants to hire me to hunt down whoever is behind it. For 

a substantial reward, of course.

“And I am thinking. Mr. Byte, he has me chasing mere coins, but he has the 

touch with computers. He uses them in… ways unexpected. He has supplied 

me with robots. Also solid holograms of some sort. I do not understand the 

technology. His messages always obsess with the money. I have seen this type 

of obsession before, in others.”

Mr. Byte… “Were these acquaintances you spoke to all rich? Perhaps mega-

rich? Prime targets for Mr. Byte?”

“I have been thinking,” Angelo said slowly. “If I were to pull a large job… 

I mean, a truly large job, an astonishingly large job…”

“Yes, yes, big job.”

He harumphed with a sound that was akin to a sneeze. “A job monumental. 

And I wanted to make sure it would proceed smoothly, I would test it out. Here 
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and there. Bit by bit. Starting with people whom no one would notice or care 

about, and then build up.”

Donna digested that. “Are you talking financial collapse? Is that what Mr. 

Byte is after? Didn’t we just weather one of those?” She grimaced. If the US 

suffered a financial calamity of course it would drag the rest of the world down 

with it. Various countries in Europe were already scraping bottom. Third-world 

countries were worse off than that. If it were to happen there…

“Mr. Byte using Internet access might lead to an astonishingly large take,” 

Angelo said.  “A hacker  with enough skill  and access,  could he be caught? 

Controlled? Does he create a virus? When would he have enough? Some men, 

they never do. I don’t like that idea. Not when it comes to money, among other 

things.

“I think he must be stopped. That is why I meet you, to pass on the info.”

 Donna’s step echoed against the walls of the garage as she edged forward. 

She could barely make out Angelo’s silhouette against the darkness, though he 

was wearing a light-colored suit. The lenses of his dark glasses caught glints of 

the little light there was. “So help us catch him.  Who are we talking about 

here? Is this Mr. Byte Chinese? Don’t they hold the paper for everyone? Is this 

a Chinese plot against someone in particular? Or maybe the US or some other 

country?”

“Stay back. No, I do not think he is Chinese,” Angelo replied. “He might 

be, but he likes to communicate in English. That was a reason he chooses me– 

that I know English so well. He is a supremely expert hacker. The assistants 

and tools he sends– they are robots. Machinery.”

“Not magic?”

“I… You make  me  rethink this.  If  it  is,  it  is  a  very Western kind.  No 

dragons, no ghosts or tigers, no Asian imagery.  You know how the Chinese 

mages like the tigers. A few people I talk to have mentioned henchmen who 

are dressed as demons. They could be real. But if they are, they are a Western 

variety. Though others have not seen any demons. They’ve only watched their 

accounts dwindle little by little. Sometimes suddenly.”

“Or this Chinese person is well-versed in Western folklore. Do you know 

how long this has been going on?”



The silhouette shrugged. “Perhaps only a few weeks, dear lady.  Perhaps 

years. It is an intricate plot that grows quickly, and I will bow out as soon as 

possible.  He  hires  me  only  two  weeks  ago.  Now are  people  beginning  to 

notice. And my last assignments have cautioned to keep an eye out for your 

sister. You and your Amazons may be in his bull’s-eye, but I suspect that his 

full target is larger. Maybe globe-sized.” The gray patch that was him against 

the darkness held arms akimbo. “These days, what is the limit?”

“Give us a direction to look, Angelo. And don’t tell us just to follow the 

money.” Donna started forward so their words wouldn’t hang through the air 

so. Suddenly she felt  exposed here in the darkness. “You wouldn’t  want to 

rehash an old plot. Besides, wouldn’t you rather play the Robert Redford role?”

But as an answer the air merely shimmered, and gravity seemed to flip on 

its side for a microsecond before righting itself.

Angle Man was gone.

Lamps barely illuminated the draped restaurant.  The area away from the 

low stage held a multitude of squat tables, around which darkly-dressed men 

slouched. Most smoked quite illegally, which left a haze that made the room 

even murkier. The smoke mingled with the warm aroma of exotic spices and 

temptingly-charred food.  The men drank and murmured  among themselves, 

except for the loners who just drank between puffs. It was well past midnight, 

and mainstream London tourists had cleared out a couple hours ago.

Micah  hoped  he’d  be  able  to  make  it  out  of  this  place  with  his  lungs 

functioning. He hunched over his table, a whitish drink in his hand though he 

merely sipped from it or pretended to. The Arak wasn’t bad but he preferred 

beer. A half-eaten plate of various marinated vegetables with pita sat next to 

the hand he used to hold open a paperback. He pretended to read as he scoped 

out the room.

In particular, he strained to hear the conversation at the next table. Even 

with the amplifier propped on his lap and pointed at them, he could make out 

only a few sentences here and there. One of the men didn’t speak English, but 

the English speakers spoke a particularly British accent, dense with idiom. He 

hoped his recording would reveal more. He could electronically amplify it.
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Perhaps Diana would know what language that was, or what the hell these 

people were talking about when they said things like “gone for a burton.” It 

had  taken  some  time  to  figure  that  their  “Square  Mile”  was  the  London 

financial district. They mentioned it a lot. Two of the fellows were attending 

the G-20. He could surely find someone to translate, but the idea of having to 

hire someone to translate English to English, irritated him.

Why can’t the English learn to speak? he wondered musically.

He wished Diana were here, that they were on that date he’d proposed. But 

no. It was a good thing Diana wasn’t here, but was on the trail of someone else 

across London. Her sensibilities would be scarred by seeing humans in such 

dissolute condition. Only three of the tables held men who looked like they had 

a steady income. The rest were a slovenly lot.

At this hour, decent men would be in bed. Again, his mind wandered to 

Diana, and he struggled to stay focused on the job at hand.

One of the suits to his right, the one his amplifier targeted, was Steven Gray 

himself, of Gray and Robertson. This afternoon’s research had turned up some 

private dealings between Gray and Peyton Jefferson, CEO of World Byte. The 

last  he’d  heard,  Diana  was  tracking  Jefferson  from  another  angle.  The 

computer gaming mogul had to be a mover in whatever was going on.

A bodyguard stood along the wall behind Gray and his buddies and didn’t 

participate in the conversation. Micah kept  his tiny electronics hidden from 

him. The darkness of the room helped as well.

The dim lights dimmed even more, and the canned Middle-Eastern music 

that had been playing switched to a livelier tune. A suggestive beat began to 

thrum. Nasal flutes, cymbals and stringed instruments filled in the background.

A spotlight shone on the far stage wall, its back a curtained alcove. From it 

glided a woman in gold-trimmed blue scarves, all glittery bits and curves. Her 

hips led her onto the low stage, shimmying and starting in staccato hits with the 

music.

She turned and the veils whirled out around her, enveloping her in a cloud 

of deepest ultramarine. The movement allowed more of her dark flesh to be 

seen:  an  ankle.  Long,  sinuous  arms.  Fingers  that  jingled  tiny  cymbals. 



Shoulders and breasts peeping out from above a bodice of gold coins. Smoky 

brown eyes. A red mouth that–

Diana.

Micah sucked in his breath. Don’t stare. Wait, everyone else was staring so 

he should as well. What a great job he had.

Here must be another ethnic identity, this one not too tall, ebony-skinned, 

with thick, ropy masses of dark hair. It had to be Diana. No one else moved 

like that. Right? Or was he just seeing Diana everywhere?

She and her dance mesmerized the room. She stepped in small circles. Her 

movements concentrated on drawing the eye to one section of her figure at a 

time. The motions she made, as her entire body rolled this way and that with 

the music– it all whispered things far more provocative than the music could 

provide  by  itself.  With  each  slow  pirouette,  she  zeroed  in  on  yet  another 

patron, catching and holding their gaze with hers.

Micah began to sweat. He had seen belly dance before, but now and then 

Diana would do things that looked more like Hawaiian dance combined with 

yoga: graceful stretches of the torso and limbs that seemed to be telling a story. 

Then again came movements from a far different kind of dance, one usually 

performed horizontally.

He knew the story he was getting from it. He didn’t think that was the one 

Diana thought she was telling. But she was telling it so clearly. He squirmed in 

his seat.

Diana shimmied and swung her hips as she made her way off the stage and 

around the room, visiting each table and its men so they could admire those 

movements close up. She managed to avoid groping hands and make it look 

like part of the dance.

When she reached Micah’s table he quashed the almost overwhelming urge 

to wave and say,  “Hi,  howya?”  in an effort  to appear detached.  Instead he 

ogled her with the same intensity as the rest of the room, and tried not to blush. 

Or sweat entirely through his shirt.

Her earrings were tiny chandeliers of stars that added their own jingle to her 

dance. He tried to concentrate on them and how he might razz her about the 

“tell” later. Disguises shouldn’t have tells.
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She moved to the next table. If he hadn’t been watching for it, he wouldn’t 

have seen her make an extra hand gesture, one for each of the men seated there, 

hidden behind their heads. Micah may have seen the slightest sparkle of some 

tiny metal something drop onto them. She even gave the bodyguard attention. 

He leered at her body but remained at his post.

Diana  moved  on,  giving  each  table  their  due.  Micah  sat  back  now and 

devoured the dance, saving it to recall some future time when he was quite 

alone. Some of the men groaned when Diana made a particularly wide rotation 

of  her  hips,  the  rest  of  her  riding  the  movement  like  a  wave.  Then  she 

undulated top to bottom, the coins and stars of her costume jangling.

The  music  soared  to  a  crescendo,  along  with  Diana.  Then  with  a 

resounding,  arousing  crash  of  cymbals,  it  ended.  Micah  blinked  out  of  his 

erotic trance. Diana touched her chin and bowed to the crowd, then gathered 

her veils about her to cover herself like a nun, and slipped behind the curtain.

The men roared their approval. “More! More!” they demanded, but Diana 

did not reappear. They threw money on the floor: coins and bills, even plastic. 

A boy scurried out to gather it all and hurried back the way Diana had gone.

Micah decided to give himself some cooling-off time before he ventured 

out to find her.

He lounged against the wall of the dim alley in back of the restaurant, the 

collar of his torn leather jacket turned up. Sure enough, London had turned 

foggy after the night’s rain. It was also far too cool and smelly.  Someone’s 

dinner hadn’t agreed with them and they’d left it behind nearby.

Micah  didn’t  have  long  to  wait.  A  shadow  detached  itself  from  the 

“employees only” door. It paused and then proceeded toward him.

“Have pity on a guy, Spangles,” he said when she came near.

“You liked it?” The streetlight caught the teeth of her smile as they emerged 

onto the street. She wore a raincoat over her dance costume.

“I take it you’re champion Amazon belly dancer.”

Diana  laughed.  “That  wasn’t  part  of  the  Contest.  General  Philippis  is  a 

devotee of the dancing arts. I love to dance. We were brought up on many 

forms.”



“Including belly dance.”

“It’s  relaxing exercise.  Very healthy;  strengthens the core.  We Amazons 

invented it, you know.”

Micah gave a soft harumph.

“We’ve added to the art  over the years,” Diana assured him.  “There are 

many levels of health as well as eroticism to be attained.” She linked her arm 

through his. “Were you aroused?”

He chose not to answer that.  “Next  time we make sure to pick different 

targets,” he instructed her.

“We did. Although the two of us winding up with the same group might 

indicate both of their importance or knowledge of the plot,” Diana said.

“Yeah. I take it you’re recording yours?”

“I am. You as well?”

“I got an earful on the way here.”

With a pat on his arm, she said, “Then we should compare notes.”

“Someplace private.”

“My plane. It’s private.”

Micah used his free hand to rub his eyes. “I’m tired. I need a place to crash 

afterward.”

Diana nodded in sympathy. “There is a bed on the plane. A California king, 

big enough for two consenting adults.” She stopped. “I don’t know why I said 

that.”

He tilted his head, checking her expression. She regarded him. So odd to 

see her looking up at him instead of the other way around. He realized that her 

hip had been pressing into his as they walked.

“I like kingsized mattresses,” Micah said slowly. “Lots of room to stretch 

out.” His pace slowed to a stop.

The streetlights shadowed her eyes, but he could feel their heat. “I don’t 

think you’d get much sleep,” she said.

“I might be able to stay awake for a while longer.”

They stood there, their breaths rebounding from each other’s faces. Micah 

squeezed her.

“All you have to do…” he began.
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She started to say something and stopped. Then she said, “This is a bad 

time. I think I’m your employer.”

“We can punch out for a few hours.”

He could feel her warm hand through the leather of his jacket as it slid up 

his arm. Her touch stirred him like muted lightning. Awareness filled his every 

cell, and he felt heat wash over him despite the fog. With his other hand he 

cupped the back of her head. Their lips met.

Soft. Warm. Welcoming. Her fingers found his shoulder, his neck, his hair. 

They  kissed  again,  but  this  time  her  lips  pulled  at  his.  She  eased  off  in 

invitation, and he traced the line of her mouth with his tongue. Her lips began 

to part. He could feel her trembling. Micah shifted to pull her closer, but she 

stepped back.

“Micah,” she whispered. “We can’t. Not tonight.”

“We could.”

“I… I wish. Not tonight. Not until this is over.”

“What if it’s never over?” he asked. “It never is with you. There’s always 

something.”

“No, I…” She bit her lip and turned away. “Maybe there is. I don’t know.”

“Always something more important.”

That brought her whirling back to him. “You are extremely important to 

me, Micah. It’s just that–”

They stood there  so  close,  so  silent.  Just  breathing  and  thinking  of  the 

possibilities.

“Okay,” Micah finally said. “Not the plane. I’m not sharing a plane with 

you tonight.”

Diana nodded. “A hotel then. Separate rooms.”

Micah sighed. “With room service and the world’s coldest shower.”

“Yes,” Diana growled in agreement, which made Micah laugh.

“All right,” he said. He steered her down the sidewalk, toward the brighter 

lights of London. “I can live with that. Now, let me tell you about this Steven 

Gray guy…”



Diana  opened one  eyelid  against  the  relative  gloom of  her  hotel  room. 

Though the drapes were well-lined, a gap let through a vertical sliver of the 

broad daylight outside. It didn’t feel like it should be that late; damned time 

zones.

She recalled a time when she could awaken refreshed and alert at any time 

of  night.  These  days  found  her  tired  more  often.  Maybe  she  was  pushing 

herself too hard. Maybe she was losing her edge. There was just so much–

Something buzzed softly on the night table. Mortals weren’t the only ones 

to set their phones on vibrate. She reached out for her tiara and settled it on her 

head as she scrunched to a lounging position on her elbow.

She  touched  the  ruby  star,  completing  a  circuit.  “I’m  here,”  she  said 

blearily.

“Diana.”

The  ruby  mirrored  the  vibrations  of  the  body  on  either  end  of  the 

conversation. The words and the air in which they moved were not themselves 

relayed,  but the mechanics of a human-shaped word were,  from exhalation, 

vibrating larynx and mouth position, through to the interior waves of a cochlea 

on the receiving end. The result sounded the same as if the conversation took 

place  in  the  same  room,  at  close  quarters–  yet  it  was  completely silent  to 

onlookers.

“Tekla. I thought it might be Donna, checking in.”

“No, it’s me. Sleeping in?”

“Not any more, if you’re calling.”

“I,  ah, don’t want to appear unjustly excited, darling, but something has 

come up. I know this sounds odd, but have you been, well, allocating any of 

your charities’ money from the embassy’s accounts without telling us?”

Diana pulled herself all the way up to sit. “Money?”

“The Wonder Woman Charities. There is a discrepancy in the accounts. A 

rather large one, I’m afraid. I know it’s just money, but…”

Diana fought off the last vestiges of fatigue. “No, I haven’t done anything 

with them. If I did, I’d certainly go through our accountants. A shortfall?”

“Yes.  Tia and Deb spotted it  first  thing this  morning.  It  seems to  have 

occurred in the past twelve hours. We’re looking further into it. No, thank you. 
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Just the fish and tea.” It seemed the ambassador was having breakfast as she 

used the omni-wave radio.

“This could be a part  of something larger.  Much larger,” Diana told the 

ambassador. “We’ve discovered attacks on accounts around the world. Entire 

countries as well as companies. If they are connected to this White Magician 

wannabe, as we think they are, they could also target us.”

“Oh, that would be inconvenient.”

“But you’ll check.”

“Of course. Tell  me,  darling, did you spend some, ah, quality time with 

Micah last night?”

Diana’s  mouth  opened and closed.  “I  can’t  believe  you  just  asked  that. 

Donna’s been goading you.”

“No, we’re all on a mission to goad you until you relent. He’s such a nice 

young man. I take it you and Micah didn’t do anything other than business.” 

Tekla sighed. “I know it’s the fate of the world, Diana, but unless there’s an 

imminent crisis, do find some leisure time for yourself.”

“There’s always a crisis.”

“Then learn to prioritize your crises, dear. Even an immortal life is too short 

not to have fun.”



C H A P T E R

16

he  lobby  of  the  Banco  di  Aufidus  oozed  Old  World  charm with 

mosaic floors, real wood desks, human tellers, and sculpted columns 

that held up an incredibly high ceiling. ATMs were relegated to the 

shadows of the building’s corners as if it were trying to hide an embarrassment. 

The  atmosphere  was  refreshingly  different  from  the  cold,  efficient  banks 

Donna was used to, but she knew that if she had to deal with the Old World 

approach for long periods of time, she’d go crazy.

T
She  liked  business  matters  fast  and  efficient  so  she  could  return  to  the 

things of life that mattered: dancing. Friends. Men. Laughing. Dancing with 

man-friends  and  having  a  good  laugh  (and  other  things)  with  them.  She 

adjusted her subdued suit jacket, made sure her purse wouldn’t slip from her 

shoulder, and began to cross the lobby to the information desk.

Then she saw him. She caught her breath; she hadn’t imagined she’d get 

lucky this quickly. But there was Angelo Bend in a black suit, no glasses, with 

his hat on the desk in front of him. He was waving his arms and talking in a 

desperate manner to a male employee. Both were seated behind an elegant low 

railing that separated a section containing desks from the rest of the lobby.

She kept her pace steady but veered to the right, into those shadows. It took 

five seconds to change. Her costume flowed down and around to wrap her in 

its star-stuff. She tucked her purse into her dimensional pocket. With a pat, the 

pocket flattened and smoothed to match the rest of her bodysuit.
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One graceful  leap took her across the lobby.  Silently she landed behind 

Angelo, who was shouting in Italian and banging on the desk with his fist so 

hard his hat was vibrating. Without skipping a beat, Donna slipped the lasso 

over him and pulled it taut, pinning his arms to his side.

“Mi scusi,” she told the flabbergasted banker as Angelo cringed. Truth be 

told, he looked relieved that Angelo’s tirade had paused.

Angelo turned his head to glance at Donna. His aristocratic left eyebrow 

arched. “And you excuse me. I conduct the urgent business.” He then returned 

to pounding the desk as he could around the lasso and exclaiming in words 

Donna could make a little headway through.

“Release your Angler,” Donna ordered.

Angelo did no such thing.

“Release it!” She extended her awareness of the silver lasso as if it were a 

part of herself and sent a shock of energy through it.

Angelo jolted. “Ow!” Now he did turn to her. “Don’t you have any respect 

for  business?  This  is  all  you…  capes…  do.  Run  pell-mell  without  taking 

extenuating circumstance into the account.”

“Give me your Angler and then we’ll discuss the extenuating circumstance 

bit. Now.”

Angelo’s eyes moved back and forth twice as he considered his position.

“I can drain all your energy so you won’t be able to lift a finger, much less 

use  your  Angler,”  Donna  told  him.  “I  can  haul  you  in  like  that.  Business 

concluded.”  She bowed her chin to the  banker.  “I’m sure  the kind  signore 

would like that.”

“He is a thief!” Angelo exclaimed, rising from his chair and pointing at the 

villain. “He,  or someone in his bank. I had those accounts locked. Locked! 

There was no way they could be hacked.”

Donna tried to make sense of it, but decided to sort things out by priority. 

“First, the Angler.” She extended the fingers of her free hand for it.

“You… You will not break her? Not harm her in any way?”

“No,” she assured him. This seemed promising.

“You will give her back afterward?”



“Probably not.” She shook her head and tugged on the lasso, giving it  a 

slight  roller-coaster  energy command,  which could  prove nauseating  to  the 

prisoner as their metabolism fluctuated.

“All right, all right.” Pale already, Angelo reached behind the side front of 

his belt. “You are a witness to this, you!” he told the banker, who looked like 

he wanted to witness anything but what was going on.

Angelo lovingly laid the materialized Angler down on the desk and then 

raised his hands as he could in surrender. Donna slipped it over her arm like an 

oversized  bracelet.  “Okay,”  she  told  him,  “we’re  listening.  Who’s  hacking 

accounts?”

“He said I was safe; he would not do it to me,” Angelo protested. “The 

bank, they should have records, they should be able to find the changes, make 

me good. This happened today. All my accounts here. Every one! Run down to 

zero!”

“Mr. Byte is doing this?” Donna asked.

“All because I failed to delete his files from you people. I could not get 

through,  what  you  call  them?  Wards.  Embassy  wards,  much  worse  than 

firewalls. It was just one failure. One!” He shook an index finger at Donna, 

then at the banker before he paused. “Well, two. There were those coins the 

other night as well. Still, not enough reason, not after all I do for him! All my 

money– gone. My files are blanked. These people have allowed it!”

“Who allowed it?” Donna turned first to the banker, who blinked at her, and 

then back to Angelo. “Someone in the bank?”

“I don’t know! Mr. Byte. Whoever works for Signore Byte.”

The computer screen in front of the banker let out two sparks. The banker 

flung himself backward, toppling in his chair.

“Byte! Byte! You thief!” Angelo shouted. But he didn’t shout at the banker 

now. He shouted at the computer.

And it sparked back at him.

“Is the webcam on?” Donna asked as she moved around the desk to view 

the screen. The banker scrambled to his knees to get out of her way. The screen 

stopped its barrage, but Donna kept one braceletted wrist ready in case it began 

again.
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“No, signora,” the banker babbled. “I don’t know how to do that on this. At 

home I can.”

She kept her lasso tight on Angelo. Standing next to her, he looked like he 

was ready to bash the computer with his bare hands.

“Some  kind of  communication  is  on,”  Donna said  as  she  examined the 

monitor. “Audio, definitely. Video, maybe.” She glanced around the desktop 

for familiar icons, and then spared the banker a quick glance. “Here– see this? 

It means someone is linked to your computer and can control it. I can trace it, 

maybe.” With her free hand she reached into her pocket for another flash drive. 

It snapped into the computer’s port.

But as she started to open its security search programs, the monitor erupted 

into a fireworks display that burst out of the screen. Angelo let out a yell. The 

banker behind Donna dove for deeper cover.

“Everyone, back! Pericolo!” Donna shouted, wishing she were more fluent 

in Italian. The entire lobby seemed consumed with phantom fireworks, from its 

mosaic floors to the tall ceilings. Some of the fire was real: the sparkly cinders. 

Donna knocked them away as best she could with one bracelet as they fired 

from the computer screen and then skidded across the mosaics.

Taking half a second to lessen her guard, she flung a few coils from the free 

end of her lasso around the computer. Now she had to use both hands on it: one 

to provide an insulating break to the end that held Angelo, and the other to 

define the circuit that led to the computer. She willed that end of the lasso to 

drain the computer’s energy.

From within the lasso the conflagration petered out, like the last of a bag of 

popcorn popping. Two final flashes escaped the lasso. Then it went quiet.

Donna released that end. The coils fell away. What was left of the computer 

was  a  flattening  heap  of  tech,  burning  its  way  through  the  now  smoking 

wooden desk. A fire alarm began to shriek.

Donna wrinkled her nose at the stench of charred plastic. Gingerly she pried 

what was left of her flash drive from the mess. At least it hadn’t been the same 

one she’d used at Angelo’s place. She tucked it into her pocket.

Then she turned to Angelo, who was a decidedly pale shade of chalk. He 

had sunk back into his chair. “We need to have a long talk,” she told him.



“Leave it.” Donna didn’t take her eyes from the road.

Angelo stopped pretending that he wasn’t plotting the route to snatch his 

Angler from where Donna had wedged it between herself and her car door. 

Then he stretched his arms in front of himself as far as he could while tied up– 

which wasn’t far– and wiggled his fingers to show her where his hands were.

“Good,” Donna said. “This car is on loan. Bad enough I had to use touch-up 

paint on it already. Nothing’s supposed to happen to it, and that includes being 

spirited away by your whatzis.”

“Angler.” Angelo said proudly.

“Diana keeps an open mind about that and where you might have found it. 

Olympus uses the same skewed space in places that you get with your Angler. 

It could very well be from Apokolips. Darkseid likes to say that he’s a god, so 

it  makes  sense  that  some  of  his  techno-magic  would  mimic  the  more 

spectacular bits of the gods’ magic.”

“Darkseid isn’t  a  god?” Angelo tipped his head to consider the  concept 

fully.

Donna’s eyes narrowed. “His being resides in this universe only.  He’s a 

single-dimensional faker. For that reason alone, he doesn’t come close.”

“I see,” Angelo said, chewing on that. “And you?”

Donna  spared  him  a  glance  before  diving  diagonally–  sometimes 

perpendicularly–  through five  lanes  of  close-packed Roman traffic  that  had 

Angelo  clutching  at  the  general  direction  of  his  chest.  The  car  never 

complained, and they emerged into a lane empty of cars in front of them.

“I’ve  been  a  god.  Even as  a  human,  I  can  sense  my  other-dimensional 

selves. That Angler of yours feels familiar but not, so I’m willing to say it’s 

Darkseid’s. How’d he let you keep it?”

“Some  day  I  might  tell  you,  but  not  now,”  Angelo  said.  “The  telling 

frightens even me.”

That made her laugh.

Since  she  wasn’t  doing  any  more  vehicular  acrobatics,  Angelo  relaxed 

deeper into his seat. “You have your own unique tool, your lasso,” he said. 

“You acquired it recently, but it seems very useful. Much like your sister’s.”
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“I wove it myself, back when I was a goddess.” Her sense of satisfaction 

matched that of Angelo with his Angler. “I think it’s more useful than hers. My 

job doesn’t require asking that many people to tell  the truth. Plus my lasso 

matches my outfit. That’s important.”

“And  you  have,  forgive  the  pun,  wonderful  powers,  most  very close  to 

those  of  your  sister.  Tell  me,  beautiful  lady,  why  you  do  not  have  her 

reputation as well? Surely you’ve saved the world as often as she.”

“I don’t get around as much as Di does, not as a solo. Most of my work is 

done with teams. I’m just a face in the crowd, doing the heavy work.”

Donna cocked her head to the side, though she still kept an eye on the road 

and on her  prisoner.  “I  like  it  that  way.  You’ve  seen Diana.  She’s  driven. 

Doesn’t know when to relax. Me, I like to kick back and enjoy time with my 

friends.”

“You seem to be friends with all the capes.”

“Ha! I know everyone,” Donna gloated. She needn’t worry about having 

Angle Man in the car with her if her lasso secured him and he didn’t hold his 

Angler. She’d discovered some tricks in his hat, which was now stowed on the 

back seat and out of his reach. “Even the ones you really wish weren’t in the 

cape game. There are some disreputable types buying spandex and claiming to 

be heroes.”

“I have encountered a few,” Angelo admitted.

Donna nodded. “I like to hang with the good people.” Suddenly she turned 

her  head  and  directed  all  her  attention  to  Angelo.  “Do  you  know  what 

Superman told me?”

“Superman?” Angelo’s eyes widened with respect and fear.

“He’s a super-nice guy. No pun and all that. A little lost, if you ask me. 

That’s what drives Diana nuts about him. ‘Why does he insist on not being 

who he is?’”

“Could you watch the road, please?”

“I’m watching. Anyway,  we’re having brunch one day in Metropolis, and 

Superman tells me, ‘Diana’s the go-getter, Donna, but never forget that you’re 

the best team player I’ve ever met.’” She rapped on the steering wheel. “‘Best 

I’ve ever met,’ and that’s unquote from the Big Guy.”



Angelo regarded her with interest. “And do you like that? Not being a go-

getter?”

Donna checked her mirrors and screens before changing lanes to grab their 

exit. The tires never let out a squeal. “Diana can be all the go-getter she wants 

to be.  I’m happier  than she is.  She’s  the Champion,  but  I  have time  to be 

myself. Hola, Di!”

Angelo jerked around, but could not see Wonder Woman anywhere. Even 

so, Donna continued. She pressed her right thumb against her left bracelet in an 

odd gesture.

“We’re ready to be picked up. Yeah, I got him. He wants to tell us all about 

his boss, Mr. Byte. Yes, B-y-t-e. Right?”

She glanced at Angelo for confirmation, and he gave a quick nod. Women, 

even beautiful women, who talked to themselves… Still, she seemed to receive 

an answer from somewhere.

“Right.” Donna seemed to listen for a moment and then turned to Angelo 

with a bright smile. “Oh good, they haven’t left yet. That means we can ride 

around some. Hola! Let’s put Baby through his paces, Euro-style, shall we?”

Angelo began to pray.

Under a gray London sky and on the roof of their downtown hotel, Micah 

found Diana. Or rather, her rear end.

It  was  wearing  the  lower  bits  of  her  uniform,  the  spangled  blue  Daisy 

Dukes, and her long, booted legs were connected to it, occasionally executing a 

soft kick as if to propel herself forward.

But the upper half of her body was missing. However, around her waist lay 

a zone of fading. And that waist was at a level about twice his height. Using his 

keen deductive abilities, Micah suspected the Invisible Jet was present. Sure 

enough: as he neared, he began to see its misty contours.

“Diana!” he called. He had the distinct urge to give that spangled bottom a 

playful slap even if he’d have to jump to reach it. After all, it was just sitting 

there, begging for one…

But it shifted and the rest of Diana emerged from the nothingness to rest on 

the edge of the opening. Her hair had been pulled back into a braid. She had 
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dark streaks of grease across her cheek and part of her eagle emblem. In one 

hand she held a ratchet wrench and dirty rag; in the other, an elongated prism. 

“Hola, Micah,” she said with a welcoming smile and bright eyes. “Just doing 

some fine tuning. I like to do this when I can. Plus I wanted to make sure that 

energy maelstrom last night didn’t leave any lasting damage.”

“Did it?”

“Two dents on the fuselage, now gone. I jerry-rigged a little something on 

my second starboard engine,” she added. “It’ll hold.” She hovered in mid-air as 

she pulled a barely-visible hatch closed behind her. “All set. Donna called for 

pick-up. “

“She’s got Angle Man?”

Diana nodded as she hopped to the ground. Micah motioned to his cheek 

and she rubbed her own, then frowned at the dark residue that transferred to her 

fingers. She checked the rest of her uniform and attended to the spots there, 

then used the final clean corner of her cloth to rub at a bit of mistiness on the 

plane. Under her touch, it went more transparent.

She deposited the cloth and her equipment into another compartment on the 

side of the plane. “Let’s go in,” she said. “Angle Man is now in her custody 

and is saying that his boss is one Mr. Byte. B-y-t-e.” Even so, she clacked her 

bared teeth at him, b-i-t-e.

“As in World Byte,” Micah said.

“Do we have any doubts now that this is Peyton Jefferson?” she asked.

Instead he yelled, “Get down!” He shoved her to the roof with his left hand 

even as he reached for his gun with his right.

Diana ducked.  She peered all  around as Micah got  off  two shots.  In an 

instant she side-stepped him and jumped into the sky.

The monster  dove at  her.  As Diana rose quickly,  it  swung around for a 

better position by flapping its bone gray, sharply feathered wings as if it were 

an eagle, though it was as big as a medium-sized dragon. Diana teased it with a 

close fly-by, then pulled herself up, up, higher and away from Micah and the 

hotel below. The thing followed her instead of attacking him. Good.



As the creature twisted in mid-air, Diana realized that she’d left her lasso 

below in the plane. She hadn’t wanted it to snag on the interior of the engine 

turbine. This would be hand-to-hand, then. She studied her opponent in the 

moments she had before it could reach her.

It was a good twenty feet long, with a wingspan almost three times that. Its 

pale beak curved like a scimitar, long and narrow, that continued to form a 

knobby crest  on its  head.  Black patterning,  or  perhaps  sigils,  decorated the 

feathers,  but almost  hidden beneath them came a neon blue glow. The eyes 

were  small,  ebony  black,  and  intelligent.  It  stank  of  sulfuric  infernos  and 

latrines.

The  White  Magician’s  flying  constructs  had  usually  been  more  batlike. 

They  lurched  through  the  air,  unlike  this  creature  that  so  resembled  the 

legendary rocs of the ancients.

Diana also looked for weakness and weaponry. The robots in Washington 

had been able to breathe fire. Could this–

Sure enough, the roc opened its narrow bill and a gush of flame shot out. 

They  were  close.  Diana  barely  managed  to  duck  around  it.  She  stopped 

levitating and let gravity yank her down. Then she fought for concentration to 

regain altitude as well as horizontal movement. Her use of levitation and  chi 

propulsion operated in bursts, which resulted in a flitting pattern instead of a 

steady line of  flight.  It  came in  handy when close  to  a foe,  like now. Her 

movements could be unexpected.

The roc’s wings propelled it faster than Diana could fly. They were also so 

large as to be clumsy in close quarters. Maybe the roc was new at attacking 

flying prey. Maybe it was new at being a roc. Maybe there was a human at its 

core.

Over the rooftops of London they looped around each other, testing.

Then the roc swooped. Diana had just seconds to spot its move. She clasped 

her hands and walloped it on the side of its head. Its long, razor-sharp beak 

screamed at her as it rolled through the sky, flapping frantically.

But  it  hadn’t  breathed fire.  Perhaps  that  couldn’t  be  done continuously. 

Still, Diana had no idea how often it could. Best to keep a safe distance.
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Diana  arced  through  the  sky  back  toward  the  hotel.  Micah  stood  there 

watching, his hand shading his eyes.

“Lasso!”  she  shouted  at  him.  She  hoped  she  didn’t  sound  frantic. 

Champions should never panic. “It’s inside!”

He rushed to the door of the plane, and Diana was glad she’d left it open. 

But an arrow of breathed flame gushed past her, singing the tip of her braid. 

The roc did not have good aim. That was in her favor. She flew as fast as she 

could, heading upward again.

The close call had thrown her off-balance. From behind, three giant claws 

clamped across her chest and arms while the roc’s back toe whipped in to dig 

deep. But it only reached part of her arm. The armor that made up her brief 

costume protected her torso.

Diana breathed deeply, concentrating her  chi, then let it burst forth as she 

expanded her chest and threw out her arms, tossing the roc off her. She used 

the moment of confusion to dart back to the hotel.

Micah was waiting. He tossed her lasso up to her and she caught it. Then 

she flew in a zigzag, alternating levitation, gravity’s pull, and the thrust her chi 

provided, to perform a definitely un-birdlike maneuver. The roc struggled to 

follow. When it couldn’t, it let loose another flame blast.

Diana executed a precise reverse pike, dipping under the roc and then rising 

behind it. She felt for the knot of her rope, found it, and began to twirl it by her 

side. Slowly at first. Then she moved it over her head, let it build up speed– 

Release!

The lasso snapped out of her hand like lightning, crackling with eagerness. 

Just ahead, the roc angled to adjust its course.

And she missed.

The  lasso  fell  languidly  before  Diana  jerked  it  back  to  her.  Again  she 

whirled it,  but  the  roc  had completed  its  turn.  Now it  plowed through the 

atmosphere toward her, screaming.

Release!  This  time  her  aim was  true.  The  lasso  snared  the  roc’s  head, 

tightening with a snap that sounded like a gunshot. The roc didn’t slow.

Diana dropped below it and let the creature drag her along. It hissed fire. 

She willed the lasso to lengthen and used the other end to tie the bird’s mouth 



shut as well. The lasso constricted to pull her close. She climbed through the 

air, landed upon the roc’s back. There she clamped her legs around it and rode 

it like a bronco across the sky.

Winds  blasted  her.  The  roc  bucked.  She  was  riding  a  magically 

computerized creature of myth. Who else could claim the same? “Wahoo!” she 

shouted as it tried to shake her off– unsuccessfully. Just to bedevil the thing, 

she laughed– and then realized she really was enjoying the victory ride. Then 

“Down!” she commanded. “Down, or I’ll tie up your wings and you’ll  drop 

like a stone!”

Desperately it tried to break free of the lasso, tried to maintain altitude with 

her de-levitating on top of it, pulling it down with her. It finally gave up and 

flapped to an ungraceful landing on the hotel’s roof. Diana almost scraped her 

knee as she rolled off. She fought for solid footing and quickly wrapped the 

roc, wings and all, in the loops of her lasso.

The monster’s eyes were no longer fierce. They were frantic.

Something else was there as well. Somewhere inside that demonic creature, 

Diana was sure, was a human being.

She held the lasso tight and whispered against the roc’s face. “Tell me who 

you are,” she urged.

Violently the roc shook its head.

“Speak so I can understand you,” Diana ordered. There was enough leeway 

around the lasso for the thing to speak, if it could, but not breathe flame. “Tell 

me the truth of yourself!”

“T’ree. Teh… Terry.”

“Terry.”

“Teh… Teresssa.”

A woman. Diana paused. The White Magician had not employed women as 

his thugs. Women were only useful for sex or to glorify him. “Teresa. Now tell 

me who did this to you. Who is your master?”

“B’t.”

“What’d she say?” Micah asked as he stood to Diana’s side. His stance was 

wide; his gun pointed directly at the roc’s chest.

“Yes,” Diana told the creature. “Mr. Byte.”
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And then it said:

“H’p mih. He’p.”

Up close, the roc’s form had that translucent quality she’d seen back in 

Washington  with  the  robots.  Diana  could  see  through layers  and  layers  of 

construction on this creature. Geometric drawings, almost-organic renderings 

showed themselves to her. They shifted as the roc swayed, displaying cross-

sections of gears moving, muscles stretching.

But  the  roc’s  eyes  were  not  artificial.  Deep within them was a  look  of 

human fear.

“I  will  try to help you.  But first:  who are you?  I mean,  what are you?” 

Diana asked.

“I am me. H’man. A woma’. Daughtah.” The longer she remained wrapped 

in the lasso, the easier her speech came.

“A daughter, yes. And Byte did this to you?”

“Massstah Byte… He changed me. It was mah… magic.” The words came 

out as a sigh. The roc’s head drooped. The beak shortened. “I… ask’t him.”

“You volunteered for this? Why?”

The roc closed her eyes wearily. “Power. He said would give power. And 

freedom.”

“Did it?”

“No! Not freedom! Not free! Slave! Not want!”

Diana gave Micah a glance to see how he was taking it all. He still stood at 

alert, but made a face at her. She turned back to the roc. “What do you want?”

“Meeee!  I  want  to  be  meee!”  The  roc’s  sudden  shriek  to  the  heavens 

sounded like a high howl around the lasso’s bindings. Her body arched as if 

she were trying to throw herself out of this animatronic casing.

Diana considered.  “I  might  know people who could help you,”  she said 

slowly. “But first we need to know about Byte.”

“Master.”

“Is he your master now? Does he now control you with my lasso around 

you?”

“Masster  Byte.  Masster  Byte  says  to destroy!  To destroy you!”  The roc 

hissed at her.



Yet  one  of  her  claws  had  become  a  hand.  The  roc’s  beak  was  visibly 

shrinking, taking on the form of a human nose and mouth.

“Fight it. Fight it! You are Teresa!” Diana urged. She began to twine the 

loose lengths of her lasso around Teresa. It often provided shielding from dark 

magics. It seemed to be countering this particular spell.

Diana  had  seen  what  could  be  done  to  the  White  Magician’s  demonic 

constructs  before.  Perhaps  this  wasn’t  the  same,  but  it  was  patterned  after 

those. The lasso might provide some kind of protection. Years ago she’d been 

able to save one or two.

“Help me!” Even with her face returning to normal, Teresa stretched her 

jaw, twisting it as she let forth an awful, penetrating cry that made the roof 

underneath Diana’s feet shiver.

Teresa  suddenly  burst  into  flame.  It  began  in  her  extremities.  Micah 

dropped his gun and ripped his jacket off, diving to smother the bird-woman’s 

fire. Diana was quicker, tossing her lasso in tight coils in an effort to cover the 

woman’s head and shoulders at  least.  But the fire consumed the creature in 

instants.

Teresa’s body melted like plastic until it was a four-foot long, yellowish 

lump encased in the lasso. Part of the right arm and hand remained intact, as 

did the shape of one of the wings and her skull. A few wires protruded from the 

mass. Tiny bits of metal escaped the lasso to fall to the roof.
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iana clapped her hand to her mouth and then lowered it. Slowly she 

pulled the freed lasso to her, looping it to attach to her belt. The 

dead mass lay smoldering.D
“Randolph  tended  to  have  his  minions  incinerate  upon  failure,”  Diana 

finally said.

“Some but not all, if I remember right.” Micah removed the remains of his 

cloth jacket, then eased away from the corpse, as it had begun to stink of rot 

and worse.

“True enough. Randolph formed his demons from humans.”

“Male humans.”

So he’d caught that as well. Diana set her jaw. “This was the work of the 

White  Magician.  I  don’t  care  that  it’s  techno-magic.  I  don’t  care  that  this 

wasn’t a man. I don’t care about Jefferson. This was Randolph, his sick mind 

behind it.”

“Still a lot of discussion to be made about that. Dr. Fate would disagree,” 

Micah  said.  He  eyed  the  lump as  much  as  he  could  without  throwing up. 

“What’s the number for 911 over here?”

Diana shook her head and instead reached down to touch the corpse. It was 

still very hot. She held out her hand and Micah handed over his jacket.

“I’ll replace it,” Diana assured him.

“Uh, thanks. I take it we don’t call the police?”



She shook her head as she used the jacket as an insulator to lift Teresa’s 

body. She began to walk to the plane’s hatch.

“What are you doing?”

“I’ll bury her in the desert.”

After a moment Micah ran forward to stop at the base of the stairs. “We 

should call the cops. Even if you are who you are, there are laws about body 

disposal.”

“They  would  only  slow  us.”  Diana  shifted  the  burden  to  more  easily 

converse as she stood on the top step of the plane, seeming to hang mid-air. 

“The police will ask questions. There may be problems. We don’t need those 

now, nor questions we don’t yet have the answers to.”

“But–”

“Besides, the police will want to notify the families involved if they can 

identify this… person.” Diana regarded the stinking demonic lump sourly. “I 

think  that  never  knowing what  happened to  a  loved  one  is  far  better  than 

knowing they sold their very soul to evil.”

Despite wanting to retch from the reek, Micah stared at the dead demon. 

His mouth worked. “It’s wrong.”

“Perhaps.”

“We have laws. I know I like to run at the edge of them, but, Di–”

“The people who made those laws with very good reason couldn’t know 

that this kind of situation might arise. This is best, Micah. This kind of thing 

has happened before. I’ve had time to ponder it, to make my own decisions that 

seem more right than what the law allows.”

“You’ve done it before.”

“I have a spot in the Atacama Desert. South America. In a receptacle that 

should  prevent  reanimation  or  re-control  of  the  magical  features  of  the 

construct. I give these cadavers coins for the ferryman and a prayer. There will 

be no damage to the ecosystem, and eventually this body will decompose to 

again service Gaea’s cycles.”

Unease stirred the  air,  as  if  something  were  near,  though Micah looked 

around and saw nothing untoward– except the demon’s corpse.
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“If you don’t want to come on this leg of the trip, I understand,” Diana told 

him, still standing there. “Before she is interred I will take samples of her as I 

can. I should be able to get fingerprints. We know her name was Teresa. She 

called herself Terry at first. That could me a man’s name, couldn’t it? If she 

hadn’t met the Magician in person…”

“We don’t have any evidence that it was the Magician.”

Diana shook her head to get back on track. “It was difficult to tell, but she 

may have had a West Country accent. I’ll begin there, when this is over. If we 

can identify who she was,  we will.  If  this  soulless creature has left  behind 

people who were relying on her for food or shelter, I will provide for them. She 

mentioned she was a daughter, but she might have been trying to tell me about 

her own. Depending on the situation, I may leave her family a note so they 

know of a death, but not how it happened. Does that meet with your approval?”

“It just doesn’t seem right,” Micah said. “This happened too fast. Ask me in 

a few days. I might change my mind.”

She gave him a sad smile. “You coming?”

He  bent  down  to  pick  up  his  gun  and  holster  it.  “Yeah,”  he  said,  and 

followed.

The back of the plane opened like a giant maw,  and the red convertible 

roadster zipped in. Donna was in the driver’s seat. A man in a sweat-soaked 

black suit was on the passenger side, cowering. He was not only strapped in 

with shoulder harness, but also by Donna’s silver lasso.

It  was a matter  of  minutes  until  the  car  was secured.  Diana triggered a 

separation wall to hide it as Donna led the bound Angelo into to the front of the 

passenger compartment.

“Thank you,” he told Diana. “Grazie mille!” He dropped to his knees to kiss 

the floor of the plane theatrically. “Your sister, she is a demon on the roads!”

Donna regarded him coolly as she pulled him off the floor. Then she met 

her  sister’s  eyes.  “We  wound  up  running  late  for  the  rendezvous,”  she 

explained. “I might have had to drive a little over the speed limit.”

“Cliffs.  Overlooking the ocean.”  Angelo managed not  to  swoon.  “I  was 

hanging over the edge most of the way. My hat– he flew out. She owes me!”



Diana and Micah both snickered. The male voice caught Angelo’s attention 

and he looked over Micah curiously. Then he squinted.

“The one with the gun,” he decided. “We have met before.”

“I have some questions about that,” Micah began, but Angelo’s attention 

was now on his surroundings. He shuffled in a circle to see it all, his torso still 

tied to his sides with the lasso. He barely took note of Donna’s help.

“Che  fico!”  he  exclaimed  as  he  looked  around.  “This  is  what  Justice 

Leaguers get? Nice. Very nice. Perhaps I went into the wrong profession.” He 

took the seat shown him and jounced on it before being strapped in: a lounge of 

plush leather, suitable for reclining.

A large-screen television took up space on the opposite wall, and just aft 

was  a  conference  area  that  could  seat  four.  Behind  that  was  a  compact 

kitchenette and on the other side, a bathroom. Angelo leaned toward Diana, 

who was getting into her pilot’s chair, and stage-whispered, “Where do I sign 

up to become an Amazon?”

“You’d have to spend some time  on Transformation Island,” Diana told 

him.

Angelo clapped his hands to cover his  nether  region.  “I  do not  want  to 

become a woman!”

“It’s transformation of criminal tendencies.”

Angelo noticed Micah watching him. “You! You threw chocolate at  me! 

Chocolate on silk! Do you have any idea how much the dry cleaning costs?”

“Glad I made an impression.”

Diana turned to her instrument panel and set about lifting off. Micah braced 

against the downward pull but it lasted only a few seconds, allowing him to 

return to the matter at hand. So this was Angle Man.

Micah picked his teeth with a thumbnail as he regarded Angelo. Other than 

the  sweat,  his  suit  was  top  of  the  line,  tailored  to  a  tee.  His  shoes  were 

polished. His hair– Well, his hair was still mussed from being in a convertible 

driven by crazy Donna. But the way he sat, the way he’d acted…

Angelo must have deciphered that perusal. “I am not gay! Just because I 

know the manners and how to dress and am not some slovenly American, beer-
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guzzling, hot weengs-gnawing Neanderthal ape who doesn’t even know how to 

use a razor properly…”

“You have any beer and hot wings in the fridge, Di?” Micah asked.

“I might. Donna, we must make a side trip.”

Her sister rose to stand next to her.

“To Chile. I have a… package I need to deliver.” Diana’s gaze slipped to 

take in Angelo, then back to Donna. “It shouldn’t take long.”

Donna grimly nodded. “More time to debrief our guest.”

Micah swung around in his chair to see Donna scrutinizing her prisoner. 

“What do we know?” he asked her.

She dug at her side and produced a flash drive. As she handed it to Micah, 

she  held  on  to  the  back  of  Diana’s  seat  while  the  jet  banked  to  take  an 

intercontinental course. “His computers.”

“Ah.”

“A lot of it seems to be in Italian.”

“Oh.” Micah heaved a sigh as he inserted the drive into his laptop. “Well, 

let’s see what I can understand. I took Spanish. That’s close, right?”

“The jet has some translation capabilities,” Diana told him. “I also know a 

little Italian.”

Donna lounged in the chair next to Angelo’s. “So,” she said as he regarded 

her warily, “are you this Byte’s employee? World Byte? Or are you partners?”

“World–?” Angelo cocked his head. “It’s just Byte.”

“Not a corporation.”

“A person. I have spoken to him many times via email, no visuals. He signs, 

‘Byte.’” Angelo nodded to the others, who were looking at him from over a 

laptop or in what amounted to rearview mirrors. “I was a, ah, how you say? 

Contracted employee. He had a job to do; I did it; I got paid.” Angelo’s face 

turned dark with fury. “But nothing about if I miss one mark, he takes all my 

money! All my accounts! Figlio di puttanta! I have never seen such hacking!” 

He glared around the cabin at them all. “And you believe me, I have seen the 

hacking. Best hackers ever.”

“Have you ever heard of World Byte?” Diana asked from her station.



Angelo shook his head. “Not so I notice it. If you are after this World Byte, 

I will wager money– money I no longer have!– that it and Signore Byte are 

related.”

“Byte is certainly a play on the computer part,” Donna mused. “He’s not 

only good, he’s fast with his computers if he cleaned out Angelo so quickly.”

“He seems to be cleaning out others as well,” Micah said. “Entire countries, 

maybe.”

“I believe our Mr. Bend hinted the same to me.”

Angelo vigorously nodded.

“How about Peyton Jefferson? Asquith Randolph?”

Angelo’s face showed a blank as he shook his head.

Diana set  a  few controls and then turned her  captain’s  chair  to join the 

conversation. “I wonder how Byte and the Magician are partnered.”

“The Magician?” Donna asked sharply. “Not a wannabe? Are we back to 

that? What happened?”

“I’m working with this as if it were the real thing,” Diana told her sister. 

“Dr. Fate disagrees. Micah does as well.”

“Maybe  not,”  Micah  put  in  as  he  worked.  “I’m still  open  on  this.  The 

Magician was not into coins and accounts that much.  I don’t think he even 

owned a personal computer.”

Diana  sighed.  “All  this  fuss  over  money.  People  give  it  far  too  much 

importance.”

Micah looked up at her from his keyboard. “And yet I remember a woman 

who’d been frozen out  of  JLA accounts for  months  because of a computer 

error.  Had  to  get  a  job  to  get  by.  Could  only  afford  to  live  in  what  was 

practically a closet.”

Diana gave him a sidelong glance. “But I did get by. I even enjoyed that 

time.” Her lips curved up at the memories. “It was quite different and new. I 

learned so much, made so many new friends.”

But his grin held disagreement. “No bumps along the road? No moments of 

desperation?”

That made her chew her lip.



210 ·  CAROL A.  STRICKLAND

Micah said, “I remember when your friends had money problems and you 

were–”

“I was distressed when I couldn’t help them,” Diana supplied.

“Distressed.”

“Oh hades, Micah, there were times when I was frantic. It seemed the world 

was falling apart. My entire nation had disappeared, my friends’ lives were on 

the edge, and if I only had some money I could fix everything. Or get a good 

start at it.” She started to take a breath to say something more, but shook her 

head instead.

“Hah. Told you. That’s the power of money. It all boils down to a feeling of 

personal safety. Think about the people who live from paycheck to paycheck– 

or less. That’s fear they feel.”

Diana leaned back in her chair. “I haven’t thought of that time in ages. I 

hadn’t  truly realized the  import.  How could I  have forgotten? Money buys 

food. Shelter. Medicine. Security. Money…”

“Always nice to have some,” Donna said. She fished into her dimensional 

pocket and came out with a thick wad of paper bills. “I’ve never had a problem 

with it. I work at what I enjoy, both as a civilian and a cape.”

It wasn’t in a wallet. An old fairy tale came to Micah’s mind. “You have 

magic money?” He gaped at her, then saw that Angle Man was doing the same.

“I don’t use enough to destroy anyone’s economy. For Plutus’ sake,” Donna 

muttered as she returned the money to her pocket. “Act like you’ve never seen 

cash.”

At Micah’s questioning look, Diana said, “She was off-world during that 

time. Couldn’t ask her for a loan.”

He nodded and his fingers paused in the air over his laptop’s keys. “So so 

far  we know of individuals,  corporations,  and international  political  entities 

who’ve lost money, a little and a lot. Mostly a lot. While others’ accounts are 

mysteriously  booming.”  He  scrabbled  at  the  keyboard  and  then  waited, 

obviously going through a search.

“Di,” he said after he clicked through a few links, “do you know that Gray 

and Robertson, LuthorGroup, and LeVeque Capital are three of the top fifteen 

corporations financing political campaigns in the US?”



Diana straightened. “Are you sure?”

“I knew they rang a common bell.” He turned the laptop so she could see 

the screen.

Donna  joined  them.  “How  about  these  other  companies?”  she  asked, 

pointing at the remaining list.

“We haven’t investigated them yet,” Diana said slowly. “But if–”

“Consider  international  money  laundering  as  well,”  Micah  said  as  he 

brought up those links. “I think LeVeque Capital’s currently involved in a legal 

suit about that.”

“He is taking over the world!” Angelo exclaimed in his seat.  “This time 

someone is really going to do it. He could, too, by juggling numbers in the 

Internet. That’s all. No real money needed. Dannazione!”

Donna looked at him, amused. “Are you jealous?”

“No jealous, no. I never wanted to take over the world, lovely lady. I merely 

wanted…  comfort.  And  something  for  my  family  and  retirement.  Early 

retirement.”

Diana clicked through Micah’s notes. “But how could he do so much so 

quickly? This much work takes time, but it can’t have been but a few weeks.”

“Maybe days,” Micah said. “Unless…”

Diana looked up at him expectantly.

“Unless…”

Donna opened her mouth, but Diana waved her unspoken words away, as 

Micah seemed to go into a world inside himself.

He emerged from it. “Unless Byte is actually doing it all. Start to finish, 

working at computer speeds. This could be an economic virus, maybe. Or he 

could be a cyborg, hooked up directly to the Internet.” Micah blinked, then 

glanced at Diana. “Knowing the types you dig up, he could even be a living 

computer.”

Diana began to say something but paused. For a moment she thought before 

offering,  “That’s  how the  Magician  is  doing  it.  He’s  found this  Byte,  this 

sentient computer, and is using it as a Mother Box.”

“Mother Box!” Angelo exclaimed. He met the surprised looks from around 

the cabin. “I know what one is.”
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“It performs the techno-magic for him,” Diana concluded in triumph.

“Or it works for this Jefferson guy,” Donna said. “No reason to resurrect the 

dead  if  there’s  already a  live  suspect  ready and  willing to  be  our  suspect. 

Occam’s Razor: simplicity shows the truth.”

Diana  chewed  the  inside  of  her  cheek.  “For  me,  the  White  Magician 

anchors theory number one. We’ll keep things open for theories number two 

and three to develop.”

The jet leaped above Earth’s atmosphere to take the quick route to South 

America. A star-studded black sky lay beyond the vehicle’s windows as Donna 

and Diana continued to debrief Angelo. Micah took advantage of the plane’s 

arc and lessened gravity to perform a mid-air somersault in the middle of the 

cabin.

“Hola!” Diana clapped, and he managed a mid-air bow.

“Always wanted to do that. For my next trick…” But already the plane was 

coming out of it. He pushed himself to his seat and belted in.

After Angelo got assurances that Diana wouldn’t take his data as evidence 

against him, he used Micah’s laptop and opened some of the uploaded files 

from Donna’s flash drive. Through them, he explained the pattern of robberies 

he’d been running, most of which had never appeared on police reports.

“What can I say?” he told them modestly. “The Angler and I, we are very 

good.”

Most of the other files he was not so forthcoming with. “An invasion of 

privacy,” he declared, then jutted his chin and crossed his arms over his chest.

Their stop in South America was quick. Micah watched high noon sizzle a 

plateau with mountains in the distance. The barren ground was so dry it peeled, 

creating a pattern like a giant’s badly tiled floor. He inflated his nostrils and 

then scrunched his nose to alleviate discomfort as the humidity had dropped 

sharply.

Diana exited through the back section. She had stored Teresa’s body there. 

Micah wanted to ask Donna about all this– Diana disposing of bodies– but she 

merely  shrugged  at  him,  tilting  her  forehead  toward  Angle  Man,  whose 

attention was on a computer screen.



In a few moments, though, Angelo lifted his head to sniff. The stench of 

melted plastic combined with skunk and fresh feces washed through the cabin. 

“Did something die in here?”

Though it was asked in jest as well as curiosity, Micah reminded Angelo of 

his job and tried not to gag. Donna switched on fans and opened full the back 

of the plane.

After a while Diana returned. Her mouth was set in a determined line, but 

there was a redness to her eyes. Donna took her aside to rub her shoulders and 

murmured to her in tones the others couldn’t hear. Micah chastised himself for 

thinking that this might have been an everyday thuggery for Di. He was too 

used to Boston’s Families, who seemed to have few ethics. Diana came across 

all kinds of oddness. She encountered evils he didn’t dare imagine. Maybe this 

was the way to deal with it.

All too often, life was too damned gray.

They set a course for DC now. Twice their prisoner went for his Angler, but 

it was Diana who caught him. She finally handed the thing to Donna with an 

imperious glare, and Donna disappeared with it into the cargo compartment in 

the back. When she emerged, she was empty handed.

“I will find it, you know,” Angelo said in no uncertain tones.

“I  doubt  that.  It’s  in a very safe place,” Donna assured him.  She fished 

around in her dimensional pocket– which held the Angler– and drew out her 

cellphone. Then she ignored him and chatted with a handful of friends for the 

rest of the journey.

Diana  and  Micah  put  their  heads  together  over  his  laptop,  puzzling  the 

problem before them. That left Angelo to sit and fume until they arrived.

The Jet landed at the Amazon embassy where Donna divested Angelo of 

her lasso. The door opened onto the grassy landscape that extended behind the 

place.

“You two go on,” Diana called after  Donna and Micah as she placed a 

spread hand on Angelo’s chest. “You stay a few minutes,” she told him.

“Ah. Time for the Lasso of Truth,” he surmised and gave the glowing rope 

at her side a sickly look.
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“Not necessarily.  Sit,  please.” Diana motioned to the chair he’d been in. 

Cautiously Angelo took it again. She sat at eye level in the one facing him.

“You have been a help so far in this,” Diana said. “If it turns out you didn’t 

lie or hold back, more than just us may owe thanks to you.”

“Um.  Prego;  you’re  welcome?” Angelo squinted one eye.  “What’s  your 

angle on this? There is something more.”

Diana bowed her head ever so slightly though her regard of him was steely. 

“My sister. You will not break her heart.”

That surprised him. His slack jaw quickly tightened with clenched teeth. 

“She thinks I am gay.” He almost spat the word.

Diana’s sharp gaze measured him. “She works and lives among extremely 

alpha males of the American and not European variety. I should add that some 

of  them are  gay.  You  seem to  have  offered  your  friendship.  You will  not 

revoke it.”

“I have offered more than friendship,” Angelo said bitterly, “but no one is 

special to her.”

“On the contrary, everyone is. Her heart is so enormous that she can hold 

them  all  in  their  own  precious  place.  Well,  almost  all.  She  does  make 

exceptions.”

Angelo looked doubtful.

“Consider it her most amazing power,” Diana said. “She is a friend like this 

world has never seen.”

“She is a woman like this world has never seen.”

Diana smiled at him. “Yes, she is.  And all  her friends including her big 

sister would be angry if anyone were to betray her.”

“Never! Never would I do that!”

Diana  eased  back  in  her  chair.  “I’m very happy to  hear  that.  And  I’m 

encouraged  by  your  behavior  today,  by  your  helping  Donna  and  us  out. 

Angelo, you’ve always played close to the fence.”

“Fence?”

“The one that divides good intentions from self-serving ones. I’ve always 

hoped  you’d  change  your  ways  and  commit  to  walking  the  straight  and 

narrow.”



He scrambled to his feet, fisting his hands. “I tell you, I am not gay!”

Diana laughed and waved him back down.  “No,  it’s  an English phrase. 

‘Walk the straight and narrow path,’ meaning the path of ethics. Only it’s not 

narrow at all. It opens you up to discover your true worth, your unique goals in 

this  world.  The way you  can give back as well  as enjoy the fruits  of  your 

labor.”

“Straight and narrow.”

“It’s  a  path of  discovery.  You will  find you  hold wondrous depths  and 

talents, even beyond your Angler.”

“You sound like my family’s priest.”

“No religion involved in this, sorry. I just want you to know,” Diana took 

Angelo’s hand between her two, “that if you need help in this, all you have to 

do is contact me and I will  do what I can. We joked about Transformation 

Island, but it is a marvelous place of peace and beauty and healing. Many have 

re-discovered themselves there.”

“Why would you do this? I am not one of your capes.”

She  squeezed  his  hand  gently.  “But  you  are  my  brother.  I  would  do 

anything for my brother.”

He snorted but she merely looked kindly at him. “It may sound corny, but 

it’s the truth.”

Angelo regarded her hand. “Do not take this the wrong way, but I would 

rather call on Donna.”

“She will help, too. The others around her, they might scoff, though.”

“But the ones around you–”

“They know better than to do that.” Diana gave him a cocky, sideways grin 

that he returned.

“The wrath of Wonder Woman.”

“Yes.”  She  released  him  and  patted  his  knee.  “But  as  you  make  your 

decision,  don’t  make  it  because  of  Donna.  Make  it  for  yourself.  Now we 

should be off. And speaking of wrath–”

Angelo paused as he stood. “Yes?”

“You should be aware that according to some, Donna is still married.”

“Ah… I heard she was a widow.”
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Diana  nodded.  “That  was  her  first,  short  marriage.  And  it  was  the  ex-

husband who died, along with Donna’s son and step-daughter.” Diana shook 

her head in dark memory. “From there, it’s complicated. Let’s just say that an 

ancient and powerful god considers Donna to be his wife. Donna disagrees. If 

nearby mortals aren’t careful, they can find themselves in harm’s way.” She 

checked to see how he was taking it, but his gaze was inward and calculating. 

“It’s always good to know how the land lies before one begins an assault.”

“An assault.”  Angelo came out  of  his  reverie to scrutinize  Diana.  “And 

what of you? Who has assaulted your fortress lately?”

“That’s  none of  your  business.”  Diana  turned  to  lock  down her  control 

panel.

“Almost never have I seen the news show you with anyone. Who is this 

Micah fellow?”

Diana didn’t face him. “No one you need concern yourself with. My duties 

to the world are absolute. They must come before everything.”

Angelo laughed softly. “And thus Wonder Woman commits suicide. Donna 

will take over the title, I presume, when you have killed yourself with duty. 

When you have let yourself slip because of fatigue, and fall before an enemy. 

Here I thought you were such an icon. But I would not face a life like that, no 

matter how much you paid me. Even not on the straight and narrow, my life is 

worth more than that.”

He turned on his heel and exited. Diana paused in the doorway behind him 

before she stepped outside to seal the plane.



C H A P T E R

18

ours later, Diana rubbed her eyes. She should take a nap, but there 

was more work to be done. This problem seemed to be growing all 

too  quickly.  The  Internet  was  just  beginning  to  take  notice  that 

finances weren’t secure.

H
Tekla passed her in the hall.  “Get  some down-time,” she ordered. Diana 

gave her a small nod with every intention of doing so. Eventually.

But first  she booted up the computer in her own bedroom. A number of 

names that Micah had discovered had caught her attention. She spent an hour 

cross-checking them on the Web. There were deep hooks from this plot set in 

Washington.  Money had  taken  over  government  long  before,  but  now that 

money was coming from a different direction.

Micah appeared at her door, holding a tray of food. He looked disheveled 

from the day, his five o’clock shadow in full midnight mode though he still 

wore his shoulder holster.

“I knew it,” he said. “You haven’t rested or eaten.”

“You either?”

He shrugged. “I had some new ideas. Now I’m hungry and want to sleep off 

London.”

“Damn  time  zones,”  Diana  agreed.  She  took a  sandwich  from him and 

invited him to find a seat on the opposite side of the bed.

“Nice room,” he said as he looked around. “Funny, but it doesn’t look as 

princesserish  as  I  expected.”  Photographs  decorated  every  surface:  people 
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smiling at her, waving hello. Micah thought there were too many men in those 

pictures. Some wore capes and had muscles larger than he could ever hope for. 

“But don’t you think you should have a place of your own? Time to leave the 

nest?”

“Been  there.  The  embassy  holds  a  lot  of  benefits  besides  being  near 

family.” She used one elbow to motion at the laden tray. “I don’t have to cook. 

Don’t have to clean that much. Laundry is done for me, and I have a quick way 

home from the office. My staff works closely with the embassy staff.”

“And there’s no rent.”

She chuckled at that.

“Not much privacy, either.”

She  cocked  her  head  at  him.  “Now,  what  should  I  want  to  be  private 

about?” she asked in a teasing voice.

“Exactly.” With that he patted the mattress beside him.

Giving it a mere moment’s thought, she swung her feet around and pushed 

herself  across  the  mattress  to  join  him  there.  “We  might  have  had  a 

conversation that needs to be continued.”

He wiggled his eyebrows at her. “I’m not here for conversation.”

“Just to fatten me up. And nag me.”

“Says the chief nag. We can figure a way to work off the calories.”

He leaned  over  to  kiss  her.  Her  lips  tasted  of  mustard.  Her  cheek  was 

smooth under his fingers.

He eased back, but she kept her eyes closed for a heartbeat longer. Those 

lips curved into a cat-in-cream smile. “Nice,” she said. “More.”

“But you’re my employer.” Micah tried not to snicker.

Diana scowled and scrunched right up to him. She angled his face the other 

way. “More,” she insisted, and he did not argue.

Micah reached to pull her closer even as he turned his body to her. Mustard 

be damned; she opened to him and his tongue explored her, just as she did him.

Somewhere nearby, a woman shrieked.

Grabbing her lasso, Diana leaped off the bed and ran. Micah followed her 

without thinking twice, his gun in his hand. As they reached the hallway, five 



others were emerging from their own rooms farther down the residence wing. 

They grasped weapons: daggers, long knives and guns.

It took Diana moments to find the source of the scream. Donna appeared 

from her own room two doors down, wearing a bathrobe and looking sheepish.

“Sorry,”  she called to the others and waved them off.  “My fault.  Won’t 

happen again.” Most merely nodded, then returned to their quarters.

But Diana followed Donna into her rooms.

“A bad one?” she asked.

At  the  door,  Micah  paused  in  question  as  he  holstered  his  gun.  Diana 

nodded apologetically to him. He raised an eyebrow, nodded back, and turned 

away as Diana closed the door between them.

Donna dug her fingers into her hair and pulled them through. “The worst in 

a  long  time.  I  couldn’t  have  been  asleep  for  more  than  ten  minutes.  I 

dreamed… I felt myself going.” She heaved herself to the side of her rumpled 

bed and sniffled. “By Gaea, I was so scared. Terrified to my bones.”

Her sniffle turned into a sudden flood of tears and she covered her face with 

her hands. Diana sat beside her to take her into her arms.

“There, there, darling,” Diana crooned as she rocked her. “All a dream. All 

a dream.”

Donna clutched at her sister, hugging her as if she were her only anchor to 

reality.  “A dream,”  Donna finally managed.  “No,  I think one of my selves 

across the dimensions almost went. We all pulled her back. But someday…”

“Someday you’ll leave us.” Diana rubbed Donna’s back. “You’ll move on. 

But  this  time the change will  come under your  control.  You will  make the 

decision. You all will.”

“You don’t know that.”

Diana pushed Donna away so she could see her face. She smoothed her hair 

back. “I know that you’re stronger every year. I know that the last times you 

changed– that your god nature manifested– you couldn’t control it.”

“The anger pushed me over. They tried to take… Robert…”

“May his soul forever play in the blissful fields,” Diana murmured.

“Yes. And the second time, it was a shock to be badly injured, so quickly. It 

was a set-up.”
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“You transformed.”

“With the gods gleefully pulling me to their midst. They wanted to hurry 

things, so they took me to the brink of death and then revived me. Oh Di, I 

don’t want to go! I don’t want to!”

Donna buried her face in Diana’s hair and wept.

“Next time if you  don’t want to, you won’t,” Diana assured her through 

their hug. She tried to sound as sure of herself as Mother would. “You know 

what to expect now. You’re the strongest of all  your  possible selves, aren’t 

you? You’re the one with Amazon training. You can recognize the process and 

stop it. Until you’re ready.”

Donna gave a shaky sigh and sat straighter. “I don’t want to be a god.”

Diana smiled at her. “You’re meant to be one, dearest. The Ancient Ones 

have claimed you, blood calling to blood. But you have years to go, decades 

before you make that final decision. Decades to live here with me, here with 

your family and friends.”

“Decades.”

“Yes.” Diana scoonched back against the headboard, and Donna joined her 

at  her side. “I  figure, around the time when you’re eighty or a hundred, or 

maybe two hundred or more, and you’ve had your fill of great-great-whatever 

grandkids gnawing on your furniture and driving you crazy, you’ll decide that 

it’s time to move on and become the latest god.”

Diana tried a grin and made it, almost believing it herself. “On weekends 

you can invite me over for wine. And… ambrosia.” A far-off look shadowed 

her eyes. “Silly of me. Of all the things, I think I remember ambrosia.”

“From when you were a god?” Donna peered at her sister. It was rare that 

Diana talked about her own brief death.

“It’s all so hazy now. I knew it was a mistake. I am definitely never going 

to be a god. It was a temporary death that hadn’t been spun by the Fates and 

thus had to be corrected quickly, so I was put in… a godlike limbo, I suppose it 

was.  But  I  recall–  ambrosia,  even  better  than  cake.”  A blissful  expression 

passed over her face. “Or someone telling me about it. Or maybe it was all my 

imagination. A memory of Ferdinand’s last dinner.”

“Oh, don’t let him hear you say that! His head’s big enough already.”



“But he’s a dear. Or rather, a minotaur.”

Donna smile at the joke was watery.  “Oh, Di, what if I can’t control it? 

What if I can’t hold onto my humanity and… I go over?”

Diana gripped her arms. “Then I shall batter down the gates of Olympus or 

whatever star the Titan gods live on and pull you out of there myself!”

“You promise? Really and truly?”

“You know I will, Donnie. My dearest girl, I would fight every god, every 

demon in the galaxy to bring you  back home.  They would  not survive my 

wrath!”

Donna hugged her sister tightly and held her that way for some time. Then 

she began to chuckle amid hiccups. “I can see you doing that. You would.”

“You bet!”

“Oh, Di, do you think I’ll be happy as a god? Sometimes I think it’s going 

to be great, and other times–”

“When you decide, I know you’ll be ready. And you’ll be a wonderful god. 

Why, I’ll sacrifice to you every day.”

That  surprised Donna.  She pulled away so she could stare at  her  sister. 

“What  will  you  sacrifice?  Make  it  something  nice,  or  I  will  be–”  Donna 

summoned a stern expression– “displeased.”

Diana made a play of thinking about it. “I think it’ll be a daily libation of a 

mojito, and every week I’ll send up the cutest shoes I can find.”

That did make Donna laugh, and Diana relaxed a great deal more to see it. 

“But you let me know before you go. So I don’t have to battle any demon gods 

I shouldn’t, just because you forgot to send me an email saying that this was it. 

I do hate to get my battles mixed up.”

“Oh, Di, there’s so much of the world I want to experience first.”

“And you’ve already done so much more than I. Got married, had a lovely, 

lovely child…”

They both smiled and sighed at the memory of the little ginger-haired boy 

taken from them too soon. “And your career and all  your  friends. And you 

managed to save the universe– all too quietly– in there as well.”

“I leave the flashy rescues to you,” Donna mock-punched Diana’s shoulder, 

but Diana caught her fist. “You’re the better one at that kind of thing.”
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Diana rubbed Donna’s hand. “Sometimes I’m so jealous of you and your 

life I could kick down a wall. An entire city.”

“You  could  sample  that  life.  Every  now  and  then.  Even  the  Amazon 

Champion is allowed to take leave and have fun.”

Diana shook her head sadly. “No. Too much going on. If I were distracted, I 

might miss something major.”

“You know what I miss?” Donna asked her. Diana shook her head. “I miss 

seeing you  enjoying  life.  Going around with that  big,  dumb grin of  yours. 

Acting like the world is a party and you’re its hostess, making sure everyone is 

having a good time– including you.”

“Donna…” Diana put her hand over her own mouth to keep from saying 

more.

“You simply must take time for yourself. If you don’t, you’ll…”

Diana’s fingers slowly trailed from her lips down her chin. “I am already,” 

she admitted in a small voice. “Oh, Donnie, I’m messing up. Little bits here 

and there. It’s getting worse. The other day,  I– And this morning,  with the 

lasso– the lasso!– I missed. A simple shot. And–”

Donna took her sister’s  hands in hers and gave her a no-nonsense stare. 

“The solution is that you ease up. Take some time off. Get some more help 

around here. There are capes enough in the world to fill in when the mighty 

Wonder Woman is on vacation. I’m available to substitute when needed. Or 

don’t you think I could handle the job?”

The sudden laugh that broke out of Diana surprised herself. “Oh! You’d do 

my job every bit as well, but I fear you’d make my head spin twice around if I 

saw how you did it!” She closed her eyes and shook her head, still chuckling. 

“You come up with the damned craziest ideas.”

“Because for years I ran around with the damned craziest Champion.”

Donna  again  took  her  sister  in  a  hug.  “You  will  come  after  me?”  she 

whispered.

“Nothing in this universe will stop me. I swear it.”

Diana had tucked Donna back into bed and sat beside her until she’d fallen 

asleep. Micah’s door was shut, with a “do not disturb” sign on it. At least he 



was getting some sleep. She managed a quick battle nap like she’d been taught, 

which revived her enough to last until a more proper bedtime. When she got 

up,  she  checked the  conversation  she’d  been  having  on  the  Web  with  the 

computer-meister  called  Oracle.  She’d  given  her  Micah’s  list  of  politically 

interesting names and asked for more information about them.

“Any area in particular we should be investigating?” Oracle had asked.

“Government connections, US specifically,” Diana replied. She checked her 

spelling before she hit “send.” Fatigue was no excuse. Mistakes wouldn’t look 

right  coming  from  the  Amazon  Champion.  “Check  agencies  as  well  as 

individuals. Re-election committees, super PACs, that kind of thing.”

Now Diana crouched on the rooftop of the embassy. The darkening western 

horizon gave scant illumination to a city that could light itself so efficiently.

By now Oracle had herself seen evidence of major global hacked financial 

accounts,  and  had  given  Diana’s  requests  absolute  priority.  Results  were 

coming  in  with  more  than  enough  connecting  threads  to  form  patterns. 

Together they were able to put together a preliminary report for the Justice 

League.

Although Diana didn’t completely understand the Outer World’s absolute 

obsession  with money,  the  concept  formed  a  major  support  of  civilization. 

Now the  White  Magician  and  his  Mother  Box– or  possibly,  she  admitted, 

Peyton  Jefferson  and  a  Mother  Box–  were  trying  to  undermine  that.  If 

something were to happen to the world’s network of monetary transactions, 

everyday life would shatter. People and their families would be devastated.

Destruction would follow. Famines. War.

Peyton  Jefferson? This  couldn’t  be  a  wannabe.  This  was the  real  thing, 

come back to plot in new ways. Diana could feel Randolph’s presence in this 

city. The stifling haze of his ambition hung over a city already rife with greed. 

This was why he was working through money, though he never had before. It 

had  the  power  to  tilt  the  balance of  the  world.  Governments  could topple. 

People could enter that vacuum and take control in ways they couldn’t before.

She stood, keened a soft  birdcall  that was an Amazon signal for “friend 

coming,” and leaped off the embassy roof to land lightly on the walkway out 

front.  Giving a nod to Janestra standing at her duty station, Diana took off 
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across the District at an easy lope. When she could, she chose a higher route, a 

different view. She ran across rooftops, taking to the sky in their absence.

Night deepened as she restlessly reconnoitered. She studied the few people 

who walked the streets, some laughing into cellphones, some hurrying along 

their way. She watched the animals: dogs in their small yards, barking at every 

perceived encroachment, cats peering at the world from their windows, at the 

birds and squirrels settled in the trees. Street traffic seemed normal, as did that 

in  the  air.  She checked the  Metro from underground to  its  run above.  She 

paused at the tip of the Washington Monument to take it all in, see if the big 

picture presented the same illusion of normality as did the closer one.

Diana moved on. When she came to green spaces, she asked the nymphs 

and other magical folk. They shifted uneasily, also feeling the dark haze.

“Courage,” she told them all. “Stand together if he should strike. Contact 

me and I will come. Don’t try to take him on your own. He is full of lies and 

illusion.”

She moved on again, a shadow against the rooftops. She passed a row of 

power lines and paused. What was that? She checked the neighborhood and 

could see and hear nothing amiss.

An hour later she swooped over a set of high-voltage transmission lines that 

fed  most  of  the  area’s  power.  The  air  turned  sharp,  sour.  The  feeling  of 

imbalance chattered around her in the air, like static electricity.

Like  static  electricity, she  finally  comprehended.  The  imbalance  was 

electrical.

On a whim, she tossed her lasso over one of the lines. The lasso was a non-

conductor, but as it touched the upper tier of wires, the air exploded with light 

and sound. She yanked her lasso away, hoping she hadn’t just blacked out an 

entire sector of the city. The wires continued to pop for a full minute before 

they quieted.

A closer examination showed no physical harm done.

“Magic in the lines,” she mused. “A magic that doesn’t like Old Magic.”

The lines and the electricity they carried ran right into Washington, DC, the 

nexus of the United States’ political power.



Micah assured Diana that even if he was glued to his laptop, he could look 

after  Angelo  this  morning,  especially  with  some  Amazon  guards  present. 

Donna offered, but she was just coming in from a very late party, not looking 

satisfied enough for her appearance to be called what Westerners for some odd 

reason labeled a “Walk of Shame.” Diana told her to grab some more sleep 

while she could. After all, technically Donna was on vacation. Lucky girl.

In the midst of the crisis, there was still ordinary business to attend to and 

though  Diana  might  have  gotten  out  of  it,  she  chose  to  do  it  just  for  the 

mundanity it presented. She was tired but she could accomplish a little while 

Micah remotely ran down a handful of bothersome leads. Check this off her 

list.

So  far  many  of  the  people  who  had  benefitted  from  the  economic 

fluctuations had been either American political  office holders or  those who 

financed them.

Diana wondered where the idea of America being a democracy had gone. 

Slowly, surely, and not very secretly, it had come to this. If one person could 

take hold of the monetary reins, America would be quick to fall. And if that 

person could do it here, they could then do it across the world.

She found herself escorted by an eager young uniformed guard through the 

florescent-lit halls of the Rayburn House Office Building on Capitol Hill. He 

left  her  in  charge of  Representative Veronica Snyder’s  chief  assistant,  who 

escorted her through the Representative’s staff offices, knocked on Snyder’s 

door and then secured it after her.

Snyder was the woman whose daughter, Samantha, was a frequent runner 

with the Wonder Pack across town. Not only was Rep. Snyder in her office on 

this early Saturday,  but surprisingly so was John Joseph Lauder, her party’s 

Chair.

Lauder had recently acquired the position, an up-and-comer in the ranks 

whose sharp young appearance and toothy,  down-home grin made for good 

television. He was not grinning now. Lauder was white, Midwestern, and third-

generation  American,  the  son  of  a  man  who’d  made  an  empire  out  of 

electronics and outsourcing.
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Rep. Snyder was dressed far more formally than she had been the other day. 

Her suit was crisp; her makeup, perfect; her dark hair, impeccably styled. She 

seemed uncomfortable, with a tight posture belying an otherwise unreadable 

expression. Her gaze kept sliding to watch Lauder.

He stood to the side of the room in an observation role, holding back a clear 

case of  anger.  His face was red.  His lips were pressed tightly together.  He 

should take lessons from Snyder in controlling the emotions he let show. He’d 

obviously chosen his location within the room as a means to gain the superior 

position. When she sat in front of the Representative’s desk, Diana would have 

her back to him.

That was not a problem. She knew many ways on how to counter a rear 

attack.

Both politicians looked her over sourly, as though they’d expected her to 

come  in  costume.  Instead  she  wore  a  loose  red  tunic  blouse–  albeit  one 

emblazoned with the golden sea eagle that symbolized her country– and dark 

gray slacks. Of course she wore the tiara that showed she was her nation’s 

Champion, and a subtle splash of spangles spattered those slacks. But it wasn’t 

her famous costume.

She sauntered in with the slightest of swings, just to throw Lauder off. “Mr. 

Lauder,” she deigned to address him and then concentrated her attention on the 

other woman in the room.

“Wonder Woman.” Rep. Snyder stood up from her desk and came around to 

shake her hand. Lauder stood at his chair, his hands behind his back as if he 

were a soldier at rest. “It’s a pleasure to see you again. I’m not sure why you 

needed to see me. Why me?”

“As I explained the other day,”  Diana told her,  “Ambassador Tekla had 

some overlaps in her schedule. We’re still breaking in the embassy, you know. 

I was going to discuss upcoming issues with you, but recently I’ve come across 

some odd information that has nothing to do with that. Information you might 

be able to help me with,” Diana said, giving Lauder as long a look as he gave 

her before turning back to the Representative. “It involves what may be illegal 

transfers of money.”

“Are you accusing–” Lauder blurted.



“I make no accusations. We’re just trying to track the money. Some of these 

transfers  seem  to  be  connected  to  the  election  accounts  of  various 

Congresspeople.  Have  you  heard  any  information,  any  rumors,  that  might 

pertain to this?” Diana pulled the chair  that  sat  next  to Lauder beside hers 

before she sat down.

“I’m sure all my accounts are legal,” Snyder said smoothly. “Why do you 

think I’m involved with this?”

The two politicians uncomfortably took their seats. “You’re just my first 

stop here on the Hill,” Diana told Snyder. “We already had the appointment 

when this information came through. What we’re trying to track are fraudulent 

withdrawals  from accounts  and movement  into other  accounts.  Perhaps it’s 

laundering. Many of the people we’ve found so far have been surprised to learn 

their accounts have been hacked.

“I’m sure  you’ve  seen the  rumblings  on the  Internet,”  Diana continued. 

“The  only thing  we  know for  sure  is  that  there  are  patterns  in  it.  One  in 

particular.”

“Pattern?” Snyder asked. She leaned forward. “Of what?”

“Politics. PAC and super PAC moneys and other campaign funds. Money 

that  may  be  coming  from  lobbyists  or  corporations,  or  even  foreign 

governments,”  Diana  replied  as  she  watched  the  reactions.  They  knew… 

something, Lauder especially. He kept glancing toward the door.

“The General Accounting Office–”

Diana kept her voice and body language smooth, non-confrontational. “Has 

not yet investigated anyone in Congress for activities of the past two weeks, 

when  the  transfers  have  occurred.  And  are  still  occurring.  Have  you  any 

information about this, Representative? Heard any rumors? Perhaps someone is 

trying to blackmail  someone,  or cast  aspersions on the innocent.  A sudden, 

unexplained lump of  money could result  in  scandal  or  worse  in  a  political 

climate like Washington.”

Rep. Snyder placed her hand against her heart. “Are you saying someone’s 

messing with my accounts, Wonder Woman? Personal or business?”

“Maybe both. We’ve only just begun our investigation. You and everyone 

else should run audits. Are you aware of a company called World Byte?”
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Snyder  and  Lauder  glanced  at  each  other.  “I’ve  heard  of  it,”  Lauder 

admitted slowly. “I’ve dealt with some of their people. They did make a large 

contribution  to  the  party…  in  July,  I  think  it  was.  We  investigated  them 

ourselves. An American company. They’re perfectly legitimate.”

“I’m sure they are, on paper,” Diana purred as she leaned back in her chair. 

The floor trembled as someone outside the office was walking heavily toward 

it. “Have you dealt with the CEO?”

The door burst open. A bulky man in a suit trundled in.

“Ah, Senator Windrip.” Diana remained at  ease, her  legs crossed,  hands 

steepled. “Somehow I’m not surprised.” Oracle had taken particular pleasure in 

investigating his personal bank accounts.

He pointed at her. “I hear you’re slinging a lot of accusation around here,” 

he accused. “None of it substantiated. The moment you open your mouth in 

front of a camera is  the moment  you’ll  get your  ass sued from here to the 

moon!”

“You’ve heard? Yet nothing has been said outside this room. I suppose that 

means it is true, you do know about the money,” Diana said in her sweetest 

voice. “I wasn’t entirely sure.”

His lips flapped and then he glanced around the room at  his  cohorts.  “I 

don’t know what you’re talking about,” he finally decided to say.

“Then I’d like to know what you thought I was talking about,” Diana said.

But  the senator shook his finger at  her.  “I  don’t  see that  fancy lasso of 

yours. You can’t pry information out of us.”

“I do indeed have my lasso. It’s wrapped around my waist. But funny thing, 

Senator. Most people don’t need to be bound by the lasso to tell the truth. Most 

people tell  the truth because it’s the right thing to do. You seem to have a 

different mindset.”

It took two moments to produce the lasso. She stood and held a length of it 

taut between her hands. It would take but a second to trigger its truth-inducing 

ability.  “Anyone want to try it? Just touch it and tell me you know nothing 

about these illegal money transfers.”

“Tell her to get out!” Windrip told Snyder.



The representative slowly got to her feet, staring at the glowing rope. “I’ll 

do it,” she finally said. “I have nothing to hide. You won’t ask about other 

matters? I’ve been informed of high security issues.”

“I won’t ask about that,” Diana assured her. “But you volunteering tells me 

enough. Mr. Lauder?”

“That’s magic,” he hissed. He drew himself as far away from Diana as he 

could while still sitting in his chair. He couldn’t take his eyes off the lasso. 

“Satan’s work.”

“Hephaestus, actually. It’s made of strands of Gaea’s hair.”

“I’ll have nothing to do with it. You can’t force me!”

“No, I can’t.” Diana turned to Sen. Windrip. “Do I even need to ask?”

“I’ll call security,” Windrip threatened.

“And I will make a note of your unwillingness to tell the truth about the 

matter,” Diana said as she coiled the lasso to affix to a belt loop.

She turned back to Rep. Snyder. “When things go wrong, and I think they’ll 

become  much  worse  very  soon,  remember  this  moment.  Think  about  the 

people you represent, the values you stand for. We could have added a few 

more  pieces  to  solve  the  puzzle,  but  Sen.  Windrip  and  Mr.  Lauder  have 

impeded us.”

Windrip looked ready to  explode.  “Your  appointment  is  cancelled here. 

Leave.”

“Please leave, Wonder Woman,” Snyder  asked in polite tones. “I’ll  look 

into this. I’ll call you if we discover anything.”

Diana nodded to the representative. “I hope you’re not letting these men 

order you  around just because you’re  a woman.  Tell  me,  Representative,  is 

there a reason why you’ve just voted to cut women’s health care and fair pay 

initiatives from the budget? Your opinions before you  came to the national 

stage showed you to be a reasonable supporter of such.”

Snyder  blinked  at  Diana.  “I,  uh… What  does  that  have  to  do  with  the 

money?”

Diana  shrugged.  “It’s  an  entirely  different  matter,  the  reason  our 

appointment was originally scheduled. Bad enough that many men willingly 
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dismiss the needs and rights of half the population, but for a woman not to 

stand with her sisters in life-altering matters that need funding–”

“We can’t afford it,” Snyder declared.

“Of course you can. There are so many areas in which to cut budgetary fat,” 

Diana said. “Why not go after programs that don’t provide value for the dollars 

spent? Why not let the people in desperate need of help get what they need to 

stand on their feet, be healthy, and raise healthy, productive and happy families 

that will contribute to the community? Why not work to help your country’s 

people  instead  of  a  handful  of  men  who  are  already  more  wealthy  than 

Croesus?”

Lauder snarled,  “The American people are against  women’s  health care. 

Just look at the polls.”

“Oh, I disagree, Mr. Lauder. I’ve seen the unbiased polls. Still, misogyny is 

rampant in certain areas of the population.”

“Misogyny– pfeh!”

“Call  it  a  war  on women,  then.  Just  as  there  is  a  desperate  attempt  by 

possibly the same people to eliminate the middle class, make the poorer more 

so, keep minorities in an inferior position. And the rich more powerful. Are 

these who finance your party’s elections, Mr. Lauder?”

Rep.  Snyder  stepped forward.  “Where  are  you  going with this,  Wonder 

Woman?”

Diana gave her a sad smile. “And here I thought I was being clear. Too 

many of a once-proud nation’s elected officials  are now entirely concerned 

with  securing  re-election.  They make  whatever  promises  can  garner  funds. 

They turn their backs on their fellow citizens.”

“Better that than your socialism!” Senator Windrip barked.

“Much  better  democratic  socialism  than  plutocratic  oligarchy,”  Diana 

retorted. “You and your cohorts are waging far too many wars, Senator, on too 

many fronts. War on women, war on the poor, war on the middle class, war on 

minorities,  a  war  on  the  very  earth  herself,  an  unending  war  in  foreign 

countries… A war on everyone who isn’t you. It must be exhausting.

“I suspect it comes from fear. How afraid do you have to be to reach the 

point  where you’d  betray so very many of  your  sisters  and brothers? How 



much power do you need to have to feel safe? When will you have enough? 

What  price  did you  put  on your  country?  What price did you  put  on your 

soul?”

She stood nose to  nose with him.  She was the  taller  of  the  two.  “You, 

Senator Windrip, must learn to conquer your fear. You could change the future 

for the better.”

“I’m calling security,” Windrip declared.

“No need. Good day,  Wonder Woman,” Rep. Snyder said forcefully and 

strode toward the door to open it.

Diana bowed her head to her as she followed. “Good day, sister. May you 

find your own courage before it’s too late.”

Angelo leaned over the open laptop. He had spent all afternoon working on 

his dying accounts. He arched his back in a long stretch, rotated his shoulders, 

and then returned to his work. There had to be an angle he could use to regain 

his money, some way to reverse the situation he was in.

He sat on a comfortable wicker chair in front of a glass-topped table in a 

garden  room.  An  armed  and alert  Amazon  stood guard  at  the  one  interior 

doorway. That Micah person– Micah Rains of Boston; he’d been the first item 

Angelo had researched– worked at the far side of the room, but Angelo could 

feel him watching him.

Potted  ferns  and  fragrant  flowers  shaded  them  from  the  lowering  sun 

through open windows. Their slow movements in the warm breeze added to the 

ambiance, but he couldn’t succumb to drowsiness. Instead, Angelo wanted to 

concentrate on the greatest need at hand: retake his Angler. He would do that 

just before leaving this Amazon fortress.

He didn’t have a plan for either of those goals yet. The women here were 

beautiful, but he suspected they were also fierce and skilled. Still  he would 

accomplish all that. As long as he was forced to this inactivity, he needed to 

locate Mr. Byte, get his stolen money back, and then destroy Byte’s power so 

he couldn’t strike back.

He knew a perfect dark and deserted corner of the Multiverse in which to 

deposit Byte. Angelo chuckled in anticipation.
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He  couldn’t  contact  Byte  through  his  usual  routines.  Byte  had  already 

declared  war  on  him.  Instead he searched  for  Byte  with the  Internet  using 

Google and the more thorough but secret  search engines that  few knew of. 

They were the meat of his business, to stay on top of news and information, to 

show him the hidden ways to treasures and the loopholes in the law should he 

be caught.

He  checked his  mail  to  see  if  his  sometimes-partners  had answered his 

queries about coin-related crime. Byte might have hired someone else in his 

mysterious efforts. None of them had any news of particular interest, though he 

did make sure to note everything. Angelo had gotten to where he was, or at 

least where he was before he’d been captured, by being thorough. One never 

knew what odd info would pay off.

After a while he could stand it no longer. That detective had left for a break. 

Even though Angelo was in enemy territory, he opened a no-trace network and 

checked  his  most  secret  off-shore  balances.  He  had  a  dozen  minor  bank 

accounts scattered throughout  the  world beyond  Italy.  You could never tell 

these days if someone could get into an impregnable-level cybersecure account 

or not. If they got through his defenses on one, they’d not reach any of the 

others.

The security traps he’d set were still in place, and he breathed easier. But 

wait– the Bank of Japan showed a balance that couldn’t be right. It was lower 

than it should have been. Or was it? He’d been rather free with his money last 

month,  arranging  last-minute  first-class  flights  for  guests  for  his  brother’s 

wedding. He’d gone into that account for the funds.

Damn that he didn’t know where the printers were in this building! With the 

Amazons, they’d be some kind of indecipherable magic anyway. You probably 

had to make a sacrifice to some god to get one to work. Instead he took a 

screenshot of his statement and emailed it to his accountant in São Paulo as 

well as kept a copy on the computer.

Angelo had the keenest mind for things and places. His sense of equilibrium 

was far above normal, which made his partnership with the Angler work so 

well. As for numbers… He took pride in what he’d accumulated, but did not 



memorize them down to the last cent. Still, he had a good idea of how things 

should be. He glanced at the account page from Japan again.

The figures had changed.

He watched the screen as they changed again, lower and lower. Angelo let 

out a bellow of frustration. “Stronzo! Again it happens!”

As if in answer the figures lowered yet again, this time by half.

“A phone!” Angelo yelled at his guard. “There’s got to be a phone here! 

Carrier pigeon! Something!”

The guard called to someone outside the room.

“Quickly!” Angelo bellowed.

He drew back when that creature, the bear-ambassador, trotted in. “What’s 

wrong, Signore Bend?” she demanded.

Angelo  had  more  to  worry  about  than  some  monster.  He  grabbed  his 

laptop’s  screen.  “Someone’s  hacking  my  bank  accounts.  They  must  know 

I’m–”

A great burst of congealed static literally burst out of the screen. The sparks 

hung for a moment before they formed into a glowing arm with a large hand 

attached. It reached for Angelo’s throat.

Every hair on his body stood out straight as the electricity shocked through 

him. He couldn’t even gasp. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t blink.

A massively hairy arm reached past his view to rip the instrument from 

Angelo’s paralyzed grip. He fell to the floor.

The Amazon guard pulled him up and back, away from the danger. As she 

checked his pulse, he watched with unblinking eyes  as that great bear arm-

wrestled  with  the  static  hand.  Its  fur  stood  on  end  but  the  bear  was  not 

paralyzed. Instead it roared and raged, pulling at the static limb that sparked 

angrily against it.

The bear bared its  teeth.  It  snapped at  the energy.  It  pushed against  the 

phantom arm until  the  laptop  lay flat  on  the  floor.  Then its  rear  left  foot 

stomped on the machine even as the bear tore at the arm.

With  a  sharp,  crackling  snap! the  arm  broke  from the  screen.  A  half-

moment later, disconnected from its power source, it disappeared, completely 
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evaporated. The bear sniffed curiously at the computer. It moved its paw to 

reveal a deep claw rent in the keyboard.

When Angelo finally blinked, it was Ambassador Tekla who was bent over 

the tablet and picking up what remained of it. She flipped it over to examine 

the  back  before  turning  to  Angelo,  whose  condition  she  examined  just  as 

minutely.

She finished and settled back on her haunches. “You might want to invest in 

some non-conducting shoes,” she advised.

Micah dragged himself out to the familiar patio, berating himself for sitting 

motionless for so long. He couldn’t remember ever doing this much research 

for a case. Demon arms attacking Bend from within computers had only made 

his day worse.

The ambassador had ordered that everyone in the embassy who worked on 

so much as a cell phone must be accompanied by a guard.

Micah needed to get up and move, maybe work out. He had an itch to hit a 

shooting range as well. He didn’t need to be told that he had to be in top form 

for whatever lay ahead. Maybe he should take Diana along. She could stand the 

practice even more than he. They could go out for drinks afterward, maybe. 

Maybe  for  more than just  drinks,  away from the embassy where  too many 

crazy things could interrupt.

He squinted at the sun, setting over the not-Washington skyline behind the 

embassy. The distant surf was particularly raucous this evening, along with the 

cries of seagulls. The sky was crystal blue with broad, high streaks of brilliant 

clouds. The brisk breeze smelled like Martha’s Vineyard on a vacation day.

Diana was late from her trip to the Capitol. It could be anything holding her 

up. Autograph hounds wringing every last photo they could out of her. Some 

down-on-their-luck bum whose soul she had stopped to save. End-of-the-world 

emergency. Assassin.

He tried to put those last ones out of his mind.

There was too much weirdness hanging in the air.  Humans were turning 

into demons. Energy hands were coming out of computers. Computer screens 



were stared at so long that their images burned into one’s retinas. This was 

what happened when you ran with Wonders.

At least the ambassador hadn’t been much more than slightly singed by her 

encounter. As it was, he’d discovered that for times of extreme stress, she kept 

a stash of some very fine spirits that she didn’t mind sharing. He grunted to 

himself  as  his  sinuses  expanded,  clearer  than  they’d  ever  been.  After  five 

blinks and a stiff inhalation of fresh air that sizzled right through to his bones, 

he slapped his mistreated leather jacket onto an empty chair.

“Rough day?” Paco the intern was lounging just off the patio on the grass in 

a cushioned chaise. He was dressed in summer casual: denim shorts, tie-dyed 

tee shirt, sandals and sunglasses. A glass of colorful liquid with a straw was in 

one hand, and an iPad sat on his lap, turned off to allow his guard a lengthy 

break  inside.  He  motioned  to  a  pitcher  on  the  garden  table  behind  Micah. 

Stacked glasses lay next to it.

“No thanks. I just sampled Tekla’s whiskey,” Micah said, and stepped to 

the edge of the stone patio to stretch. He pulled his arms to the front, then to 

the back. He did some side-stretches and twisted his neck from side to side.

“You  mean  ohedra.  It’s  distilled  whiskey,  flavored  with  a  variety  of 

materials, depending on which Amazon sub-group brews it. That stuff must be 

200  proof.”   Paco  tipped  his  sunglasses  at  Micah.  “It  doesn’t  leave  a 

hangover.”

Micah leaned down to touch his toes and bumped nose-to-nose with–

“Burr-rup!”
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icah jumped a good two feet into the air. There staring at him sat 

the  great  jeweled  frog  from the  Quechuan exhibit.  Only  now 

instead  of  sitting  quietly  with  its  eyes  closed,  those  eyes– 

amethyst–  were  wide  open.  The  frog’s  head  tilted  curiously to  the  side  as 

Micah rose in a rush.

M
“You–!”

It blinked. It shuffled on its froggy white quartz feet and settled down again.

Micah groaned but stood his ground. Wonders. Again the frog blinked at 

him.

“You are trying to tell me something,” he told it. “I can guess that. I’m a 

professional investigator.”

“Holy crap,  what  is  that?” Paco scrambled out  of  his  chair  and pressed 

himself against the wall of the embassy, as far away from the frog as he could 

get and still see it. His iPad and drink fell to the grassy ground.

“Burr-rup!”

Micah wheezed out a slow breath and closed his eyes. With any luck, he 

was unconscious from the  ohedra.  When he dared to peek out at  the world 

once more, he found himself still the object of stone froggy perusal.

Then the frog shrank. In a moment  it  was,  well,  froggy sized and in its 

original pose, except it now stared straight ahead.

Micah swore off whiskey forevermore. “It’s… travel-sized,” he told Paco. 

That was the first word that came to mind.



“Y-You’re actually used to stuff like this.”

“Said the pot to the kettle.” Micah squatted to pick up the frog. It was as 

light as a real frog would have been. He turned it around, looked at the bottom, 

and then righted it. “Okay,” he told it. “The only thing different is that you’re 

small. And looking instead of asleep. Guess you’ll travel with me today. I think 

I can get back to your museum sometime. Tomorrow for sure. We’re in the 

middle of something, you know?”

The frog didn’t move. Micah could feel Paco breathe somewhere behind 

him.

Maybe they could play Twenty Questions. “You came here for a reason. 

Coin of Power? Coin of Power? White Magician? Byte?”

The frog didn’t react to the words. Micah frowned at it. “Okay, frog, you’re 

my partner until I can drop you off. Croak if you see something I’m supposed 

to take note of.”

The frog was silent. Stone.

Cautiously Paco edged around Micah for a better look. He kept watch to see 

if the frog would move or grow again or not. “My god, I could never– You just 

stood here, like it was nothing.”

Micah turned the frog toward Paco. “We’ve met.”

The frog sat there under both their gazes. Its fantastically expensive jewels 

were now considerably reduced in worth, since they were so much smaller.

“Um… Does he talk?”

“Just Froggish. He hasn’t been much of a conversationalist so far in our 

relationship,” Micah admitted.

“Maybe you have to, uh, kiss it or something.”

“I don’t swing that way.” Micah brought it to eye level to try to provoke a 

response. “You don’t mind if I call you Mitch, do you? No objection? Okay, in 

you go.” He tucked the stone piece into the side pocket of his jacket and zipped 

it up. He told it,  “I suppose I should call  your embassy and let them know 

you’re here. After dinner, maybe. Anyone serving soon? God, I hope we have 

some strong coffee. A vat of it.”
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“The main break room has a coffeemaker.” Paco escorted him back into the 

embassy and then through the halls to the more utilitarian rooms. “When I first 

came here, I went through cups and cups a day.”

“To keep yourself awake?”

“God, no. To make sure I was alert enough to escape anything that might 

attack me. I was a mess when I arrived. They always called me a coward in 

school. And then I thought, ‘I’ll see if I can find a job with those Amazons. 

That’ll make people think I’m brave.’ I mean, Amazons equal warriors, you 

know? But they aren’t. Well they are, but not really.”

“Could have fooled me.”

Paco rattled through the break room cabinets. “Chef Ferdinand scares me to 

death. He goes out of his way to frighten me. The first time I ever saw him I 

wet myself.”

Micah didn’t know why Paco was telling him all this. Maybe it was because 

he was the only other man here right now. Human man, that was. “I came close 

to it myself. Well, that or putting a bullet in him.” He paused. “Or would the 

bullet have to be silver?”

“Oh, he’s not a werewolf. He’s just mean if he doesn’t respect you, even if 

the Amazons insist on no bullying.” Paco popped a pre-filled brewing cup into 

the machine and stamped his foot. His right hand closed into a fist. “Sometimes 

I wish I could–”

“But you can’t.”

“No.  And I  don’t  think I  should.  I  mean,  these  people  don’t  believe in 

violence. Only as an absolute last resort, they say.”

“Diana seems to use it a lot.”

Paco poured water into the coffeemaker and then looked around to double-

check that they were alone. “Princess Donna is right. Diana is a magnet for the 

weird.”

“Says the bear-lady’s assistant.”

Paco gave a little laugh. “I  almost  ran screaming back through the front 

door when I first met Tekla. But she’s nice, once you get to know her. Reminds 

me  of  my  abuelita. She  thinks  we’re  all  children  out  here  and  need  help 

growing up.”



“So she’s a mama grizzly.”

“And  a  great  ambassador.  Two  months  ago,  the  Baltan  Republic  and 

Vlatava almost  went  to war,  did you know that? She not  only talked them 

down,  but  instituted  an  exchange  program  for  a  bunch  of  their  civilian 

organizations to get the people to know each other as people and not concepts. 

That’s how she put it.”

He tapped on the machine and the coffee began to drip out. “I’ll miss the 

bear once Tekla heals completely. She says it’s changed her for the better. I’ve 

seen pictures of her before her injury. She was very beautiful, I mean, even for 

an Amazon.”

Micah nodded. “I can see it if I squint. Really hard.”

“And she will be again. She says the bear has made her more confident in 

new ways. More alive.” The coffeemaker hissed as it finished filling the cup 

inserted in its base. Paco passed it to Micah, who sat at the break table.

Micah stared at the coffee but didn’t touch it. Instead he jumped up and 

grabbed a paper towel from a holder. Wetting it, he pulled the frog from his 

jacket pocket and rubbed the towel over its mouth. “Here goes nothing.”

He kissed it and held it from him, examining it. It displayed no changes. 

Micah then held it in Paco’s direction. Paco screwed his mouth around and 

stepped forward to give the frog a polite peck on the kisser. The frog did not 

react.

“Man. It was worth a shot,” Micah said. He replaced the frog in his pocket, 

took his seat, and reached for sugar for his coffee. “Hey, Mitch,” he called to 

his pocket, “you thirsty?  Hungry? We can arrange something. Do they feed 

you there at that museum?” No noise came from the pocket, so Micah watched 

as Paco sorted through a small fridge. “You having any coffee? I don’t like to 

drink alone.”

“Oh, I gave up caffeine months ago. I feel so much better. Plus Chef has us 

on a flexitarian diet. Fresh this, organic that. The ambassador encourages lots 

of exercise. I’ve lost ten pounds since I came here, can you believe it? And the 

group meditation they have can’t be beat. If we could get just this to the Outer 

World, things would change for the better from that alone.”
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“Outer World?” Micah smiled into his steaming cup. “Are you becoming 

one of them?”

Paco sat down with a glass of red liquid. “Well, I hope to pick up some 

tricks from them. Like how to find enough courage to face a croaking piece of 

rock.” He motioned to Micah’s jacket. “Maybe even get to Level 1 in Amazon 

Training. Did you know that Diana’s powers weren’t granted her by the gods? 

What those TV shows say isn’t true.”

“Amazon Training,” Micah affirmed. “She mentions it a lot. She’ll go off 

and  come  back  hours  later,  sweating  like  a  pig.  ‘I  was  practicing  my 

Training,’” Micah said in a falsetto.

Paco  nodded vigorously.  “They all  have  it  to  an  extent.  It’s  mind  over 

matter, getting your body to do whatever you set your mind to do. It’s being at 

the top of your game physically, mentally, spiritually, socially, philosophically. 

The  ‘Renaissance Man’ concept taken to the nth degree.”

“Except they’re women.”

“Don’t be sexist. They say that they’re where the rest of the human race 

will be centuries or maybe millennia from now. You know, every now and then 

you hear of someone out here getting well when the diagnosis was completely 

against  them,  or  lifting a car  during an emergency,  that  kind of thing.  The 

Amazons have figured out how to control it. And more.” He leaned closer to 

Micah. “Some of them can actually float in the air, even fly. Diana can.”

“I noticed.”

Paco turned red.  “Of course you  have.  But  I  mean,  it’s  real,  no special 

effects, no being born on a different planet. I–”

“I get it. I’ve been there, at least to an extent. Back then it was different, 

having Diana sitting the next desk over from me, working with me day in and 

day out. It was pretty amazing, what she told me. I didn’t believe half of it.” He 

drank his coffee. “Christ, I was an idiot back then.”

“But she likes you.”

“She likes everyone.”

“But she likes you.”

Micah raised an eyebrow at Paco, but Paco solemnly nodded.



Micah paused to consider the ramifications. Finally he shook his head. “I’m 

just an employee. A little closer than the average man in the street. That’s all.” 

But he wondered if he believed that anymore.

Diana had scoured the city as much as she could during a prolonged dawn 

run. There was definitely something about the entire electronic network of the 

city that was off. She supposed that a techno-mage could use it as a highway. 

Was this Mr. Byte a techno-mage or an actual Mother Box? What was his/its 

relationship to  the  reincarnated White  Magician? And why hadn’t  Dr.  Fate 

seen that the Magician was still alive?

Yesterday’s  attack within the  embassy was worrisome.  They had strong 

wards in place. Could techno-magic ignore them so easily? Were their wards 

damaged? She’d left a message for Dr. Fate but per his usual, there’d been no 

response yet.

It was a little late; the sun was a hand’s width up in the sky. Even so, Diana 

adjusted the end of her run to join up with the Wonder Pack in Anacostia Park. 

There might be some stragglers left. She could use the break.

Then she spotted the odd glow just above the river. As she approached it 

coalesced, focusing into something human-shaped. With wings.

One of the Magician’s mechano-demons.

Diana leaped into the air and arced toward it. She readied her lasso, but 

instead  the  bat-like  demon  took  off  as  well,  out  of  her  throwing  range.  It 

headed northwest. Diana desperately tried to keep up with it. She wrapped her 

arms around herself and ducked her head to reduce drag, but couldn’t reach the 

same speed.

The creature aimed for downtown. It could be on a kamikaze mission, set to 

destroy the Capitol  or  any of a number  of  important  buildings.  Instead she 

watched as, far ahead of her, it swooped into Union Station.

It was still early on a Sunday. Civilians would be few, but there’d be some. 

The food courts would be open for breakfast. Plus the station was built over a 

nexus of Metro and railroad lines. Diana landed at a dead-out run.

Inside she didn’t have to search. Shocked civilians pointed the way for her 

as they huddled in hiding places. “Get out!” she called behind her. “Evacuate!” 
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She tore past  people crouching under cafe tables in the main hall,  then ran 

across the marble tile under archways into the next section, jumping over the 

tide of fleeing pedestrians. Diana peered around into the mottled dimness of 

pre-business-hour stores.

Suddenly in the store window in front of her, a small screen lit up. Diana 

jumped in surprise. It was part of an electronics display of cell phones, laptops 

and TVs.

This was a smart phone screen. “Hello 1dr Wmn,” it read. Then the screen 

switched off.

Deep inside the store a blue light appeared. The winged demon stood there, 

impassively watching her. How had it gotten in? But there it was– and if she 

moved quickly she might be able to save the human inside it.

Whispering apologies to an owner who wasn’t present, she jumped up to 

grab the lower ledge of the support beam above the security glass doorway. 

She pushed off from the glass with her feet to gain enough momentum on her 

down-swing so she could barrel into it, boots leading the way and taking the 

brunt  as  the  glass  shattered.  Even so,  stray shards  left  a  bloody crisscross 

across  her  legs.  An  alarm began  to  ululate  at  piercing  volume,  but  she’d 

already tossed her lasso.

The instant before it could find her target, the demon burst into flames. Its 

human-seeming face contorted in pain, and a weird, electronic scream melded 

with the alarm. Four long moments later, the last of the demon collapsed into a 

mound of ash and metal bits that looked far too small to have contained the 

material for it. The alarm continued to blast the air until it suddenly silenced. It 

was only then that the sprinkler system kicked on.

Amid the annoying rainstorm Diana knelt to examine the remains, but all 

around her– on display tables, on stands, and covering the walls– the various 

electronics lit up with a blue glow. Their identical, dribbling screens pictured 

Asquith Randolph’s smiling face. It was a publicity still Diana had seen many 

times.

But she’d never seen it move before. “Greetings,” he said. The voice had an 

electronic buzz to it.  The picture’s movements  were limited,  an incomplete 

animation.



To add to the oddity, the air itself displayed large blue lettering, a caption 

repeating  his  speech.  It  spread  out  between her  and  any screen  she  faced, 

bobbing as if on an invisible wave.

“Magician,”  Diana  replied.  “Or  should  I  say,  Byte?”  Which  one  was 

controlling this?

“Either one will do.” The image continued to move its mouth, though the 

head itself never changed position. “Over the past century in particular, I’ve 

taken many names.”

Master and slave unit– Randolph was taking full credit, as usual.

“How do I know it’s really you?”

“You don’t. But who else would hold such hatred for you… even after my 

death? And believe me, I did die that day. As did your friend. What was her 

name? She sends her regards from Hell.”

Diana sucked in her breath. Her eyes narrowed as she examined the screens 

around her. Should she focus on one and miss an attack from another? The 

floating caption faded in the silence.

Byte or Randolph seemed unaware that Artemis had escaped a final, final 

fate. No thanks to her. The media thought her dead. So did this… thing.

If she spoke to the screen, Randolph would hear.  She’d worry about the 

mechanics when this was over.

“You should know,” Diana taunted the electronics. “No one gave you coins 

to  pay  the  ferryman.  Is  that  why  you  collect  them?  Are  you  a  lost  soul, 

Randolph?  Haunting  the  upper  world  in  your  frustration?  Forever  denied 

eternal rest?” Not that he deserved rest.

“I need no coins,” the screens hissed all around her. “I now have my own. 

My coins have far more power than any you could possess. Mine are imbued 

with Old Magicks. With magicks newer than tomorrow.”

“Techno-magic more than anything,” Diana guessed.

“It  makes  for  a potent  brew, doesn’t  it?  Do you  feel  the world markets 

skewing to my whims?”

“You still have whims, ghost?”
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“I am not a ghost. I am a techno-mage now. I am one with the Internet, able 

to travel its webs and utilize all the marvelous technology this new century has 

to offer. I have advanced far beyond your Bronze Age era, woman.”

Only a few of the screens had succumbed to the sprinklers. She should pull 

the  plugs  on  the  others.  Or  perhaps  she  could  set  off  a  localized  electro-

magnetic pulse to scramble  him.  Was there anything here she could rig for 

that?

“So this is your hobby now, Randolph. Do you call these instruments you 

use “Byte”? You can’t be human anymore. How can you gather any human 

avarice to attack our world?”

“My hatred fuels me. I seek revenge. Not only on you, but on the world. I 

seek what should rightfully have been mine, had I not… died. And managed to 

escape into electronics.”

“Humans  hate.  Machines  do  not,”  Diana  snapped  even  as  she  puzzled 

through his meaning. “You may believe you hate, but you cannot. It’s illusion. 

You’re electronic? Inside a robot somewhere? That means that all you are now 

are some binary bits floating around on electrons, plus a little metal casing. Let 

me find a large magnet and then we’ll see what’s left of you.”

“Insolent woman!” On every side, speakers blared the words. Diana clapped 

her hands over her ears as the caption blazed around her in waves of repetition.

“Misguided machine!”  Diana countered.  “This  is  not  Asquith  Randolph. 

The Randolph I knew lived for his pleasures– pleasures mere technology can’t 

comprehend. He wanted power. He wanted people to bow down before him. 

He wanted women to use as his playthings and adore him. He wanted to rule 

this nation, set it to standards that he set so all could fear him.” Diana chose 

one large television on the wall and planted her hands on the counter in front of 

it to face it.

“What do you want, machine? What do you lust for? Dream about? What is 

it that makes you sweat in anticipation of winning it? How do you think you 

will,” her lips drew back into a sneer, “feel when you win it? Will you shout, 

will you dance for joy? Will you drink deep to your victory? Who will you 

share your triumph with?”



Around her, the screens sat silent but glowing, the picture still. The captions 

disappeared.

“You are a machine playing at being a man. Power down! Go back to your 

bits and bytes. One-oh-one-oh, that’s all you need.”

Again the speakers shrieked at their highest volume. One of the store’s side 

windows shattered. As Diana clutched at her ears and gritted her teeth against 

the unholy decibels, she couldn’t make out any clear word.

It was just static.

Then silence.

After  conferring  with  police  while  EMS  workers  cleaned  her  wounds, 

Diana spun into civvies so she wouldn’t be bothered as she walked back home, 

deep in thought. She kept the crescent moon behind her. Daylight had made it 

faint, and clouds occasionally obscured it. Artemis was goddess of that moon, 

but  that  other human Artemis,  given that  name because her people did not 

believe in Diana’s gods, had been Diana’s friend.

The White Magician had been alive for so long, had hidden behind a pose 

of righteousness to gain fame and favor, and then revealed his true self when 

his chance for supremacy had come. It had backfired on him. But in doing so 

Artemis was also lost.

Artemis had spent her last breaths apologizing to Diana. Diana hadn’t cared 

about  that.  With the brave Bana’s blood pouring and light  fading from her 

eyes, Diana would have given anything to bring her back.

So  young,  with  such  promise.  And  because  of  Diana  just  being  Diana, 

Artemis had died, a victim of Diana’s foe, Randolph.

In the days that followed she’d fought hard to appear calm and in charge to 

her  friends,  but  Diana had been frantic.  Finally she had found a way,  had 

pursued Artemis’s soul to a demonic hell. There her friend had been tortured, 

used by demons, and forced to deal with them just to survive, if one could 

“survive” in a hell. It had made the Bana woman hard again. As much as Diana 

feared that she would never free her, she feared for Artemis’ very soul.

But together they had won their way back out. It had been Artemis who had 

accomplished the final push back to the land of the living when Diana had been 
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too exhausted to continue. She had failed twice now with Artemis. The Bana 

had cheated death despite her.

They had gone their separate ways to recover. Diana had become Wonder 

Woman again, taking back the spangled costume that was hers and no other’s. 

She had fled Boston,  which held such an ultimate  reminder  of  failure.  She 

started again in California. She shed no tears, lest they make her seem weak to 

those who searched for chinks in her armor. She did not refer to Artemis again. 

Instead she bottled up her terrible guilt and used it to hone her skills, make her 

a faster,  stronger,  more targeted Champion while the matter  festered within 

her.

New  challenges  came  at  her:  a  rampage  by  Cheetah,  an  invasion  by 

Darkseid. Diana single-mindedly battled dark magicks and technologies and 

greed in hundreds, thousands of forms. She was driven to defend, to win. She 

reminded herself at  all times to be ready,  with thoughts unhampered by her 

own needs. In all ways she must embody the concept of Amazon Champion 

and its mission to help the people of the Outer World.

When she could again feel the ground firm beneath her feet and see both 

magic and science in her world, thinking she was emotionally balanced, she 

returned east,  this  time  to  Washington.  She was needed more  here  than in 

Boston.

The time since had been turbulent.  Before then Diana had often enjoyed 

performing the most strenuous of deeds. Now she grimly attended to her duty. 

Fear haunted her that once again she might be found wanting. That someone 

dear to her might come to horrible harm through her fault.

There had been more deaths within her Amazon family.  Their lives were 

not easy ones. Only her mother, sister– and yes, herself– had returned from the 

dead. The journey back was possible, though it took magic of the deepest, most 

ancient kind.

The White Magician could have found that in the shadowlands. He had said 

he’d escaped into electronics. What did that mean? What form did he hold 

now? In her time she’d run across several sentient robots. Is that why Dr. Fate 

hadn’t found him? Randolph now had a robot body somewhere, hooked up to 

the Internet… and possessed a Mother Box of some type.



Did the theory fit the clues? How could she find the robot and its Box? Or 

was her mind running in the wrong direction on this?

Diana’s head hurt.  She was tired.  Her emotions about Randolph ran too 

strong and dark. They could mislead her. She couldn’t think straight.

But damned if she was going to let him kill again! She turned in her steps. 

“Bless my hunt, goddess,” she begged the moon. “If this truly is him, let me 

find him before he can unleash more horrors!”  Let him not harm any more  

innocents, but especially not anyone near and dear to me!

It was then she heard the shouts.
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he broke up a fistfight  outside a small  bank whose doors were tightly 

closed. Employees peeked out windows from within.S
“Go back about your business as you can,” Diana told everyone.

“But my money–!” one man shouted.

She  nodded.  “It’s  happening  to  everyone.  We’ll  soon  be  setting  things 

aright.” She hoped she wasn’t lying.

It took some convincing but the angry group dissipated. Diana was struck 

by the  expressions  on  their  faces:  anger.  Hopelessness.  Loss.  Fear.  Money 

determined how these people could best care for their families.

Money held this kind of power. Or rather, the lack of money did.

One  woman  remained  behind  and  showed  Diana  images  on  her  phone. 

“You should check this out,” the woman suggested, and then caught her breath 

as Diana ran off with the speed of a cheetah.

On the well-paved streets of Washington, Diana could run faster than she 

could  fly.  She  raced  down  the  center  of  streets,  leaving  amazed  drivers 

swerving around her. At Seventeenth Street she took to the air to take the direct 

route  across  the  White  House  property.  Government  snipers  from the  roof 

followed her path in their sights but did not fire.

It took just over two minutes to get to the eastern end of the National Mall. 

She hovered above the reflecting pool below the Capitol. A mass of humanity 

filled the grounds before her. Screams came from spots within it. People had 

been trampled. She updated 911 on the headset she produced from her bodice.



Large television screens had been placed in six spots on both sides of the 

Mall  in anticipation of a concert  that  evening.  Diana wished she had a TV 

camera in front of her that she could patch into them so everyone could see and 

hear her. Instead…

At her command, her Jet appeared above her. She flew up to its port wing 

and quickly sorted through a small compartment there for some electronics.

“Visible  mode,”  she commanded the  jet.  She took a  bold stance on the 

wing, in full view of the crowd. Ordinary visible mode didn’t employ lines of 

flashing lights,  but  it  was impressive enough to have this  gleaming vehicle 

resting just a hundred feet above their heads. To add to it with a blast of light, 

she Spun into a version of her uniform that concealed much more skin with its 

tights and straps. She didn’t want to be seen as harmless  now. She needed 

people to view her as a competent leader,  their champion. She adjusted her 

headset as the crowd’s attention riveted upon her.

“Stay calm.” As she spoke, her words amplified from the jet so that the 

farthest from her could hear her clearly. “Your financial accounts have been 

compromised, but we have injured people here. Ambulances are on their way.”

A handful of marchers shouted obscenities and accusations at her.

“I have been looking into this matter for some days now, along with others. 

We  have  a  good  idea  who’s  behind  it.  But  at  this  moment,  that’s  not 

important.”

More obscenities, from the same people. Diana noted that others shouted 

them down.

“We must  get  the  injured here  help immediately,  before  anything  else,” 

Diana told them all.

No obscenities answered that.

She directed the crowd on clearing pathways to the casualties. It was going 

too slowly. These were not Amazons, but they were doing their best.

She couldn’t help but note the expressions of despair and fear on too many 

faces in the crowd. This digital threat was hurting people.

“Quickly,  quickly.  Don’t  panic.  We  are  all  family  here.  We  help  each 

other.”
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Diana  spoke  into  another  channel  of  her  mike  and  told  the  emergency 

operator how many ambulances to send, where they should park. Already she 

could hear the sirens approach.

Still there came the occasional derogatory shout. “Why haven’t you fixed 

this, Wonder Woman?”

“Get out of here, Wonder Woman,” a woman some distance from her yelled 

in a voice that carried above the mutterings. “You’re not wanted here. We want 

justice! We want our money!” The woman turned to those behind her: “We! 

Want! Our! Money!” She made it a chant and some people around her took it 

up, though many more frowned at them. Still she gazed triumphantly at Diana.

Diana glared– and then tossed an end of the lasso to her. “Catch!”

With her mouth open in surprise, the woman did just that.

“Hold on to it!” Diana called, and pulled it taut. She leaped off the plane’s 

wing to hover just over the heads of the crowd.

The line of golden rope had people staring at it in amazement. The ones 

closest let out exclamations as they cautiously touched it. It tingled upon their 

skin. Since they touched people around themselves, the lasso’s tingle spread. 

The entire Mall caught its breath– and quieted.

“Keep firm hold,” she told the woman, who had been standing on the edge 

of Madison Drive. Diana then looked for a group of raised hands deep within 

the mob, signaling that someone was injured.

“Catch!” Diana called as she threw the other end. “Catch! Hola!” She kept 

her own firm hold on the middle, but noted with satisfaction the dozens of 

hands that reached out to catch her lasso as it fell to earth.

Diana willed the lasso to contract slowly, so as not to alarm anyone into 

dropping it. She floated down to the ground. “Very good,” she said, knowing 

that those who touched the lasso– and there was no getting away from it in this 

mob– would hear her. “Let’s make a path with the lasso holding the center.”

Slowly an empty path formed to either side of the lasso. It revealed a knot 

of  the trampled.  People knelt  to help some onto their  feet.  Two bystanders 

bundled  clothing  into  pillows  and  placed  it  under  the  heads  of  those  who 

couldn’t get up. Diana urged more room.



 “Well done,” Diana said over her amplified mike as well as through contact 

with the lasso.

She  did  this  several  more  times.  The  lasso  reinforced  the  crowd’s 

willingness to be helpful to each other,  as they all  sensed the truth of their 

perilous situation. Diana soon had cleared several walkways from the injured 

to where ambulances were now arriving.

Though  the  EMTs  could  now  get  through,  Diana  helped  as  well.  One 

woman cried out as she arrived. “I don’t think he’s breathing!”

It  was more than that,  but Diana had been trained in battlefield first  aid 

techniques. She quickly assessed the situation and then gave the fallen man 

chest  compressions  even as  she directed her  chi into  his  heart.  Just  as  she 

paused, he began breathing again.

She flagged a bystander to drape his sweater over him to keep him warm. 

The woman who had called out plumped her purse to serve as a pillow, while 

another woman and a man added their jackets over him.

“Excellent,” Diana noted as she adjusted the man’s  posture to allow for 

easier breathing. She ran a quick check and gave instructions on what to tell the 

EMTs when they arrived. “I believe you’ll be fine,” she added to the victim, 

“but likely you’ll spend a few days in hospital.”

She rose to her feet and took two of the bystanders’ hands in her own. “Will 

you stay with him?” she asked them. “Care for his belongings if he can’t take 

them with him. Call his people and let them know– gently!– what his condition 

is.”

The two nodded hard.

“Good. Introduce yourselves to each other. Keep telling him he’ll be fine, 

because he will be. And please call the Amazon embassy when you can, so 

they will know where we stand in this.”

“Yes, Wonder Woman.” “We’ll do that.”

She took to the air to check the situation. Fifteen ambulances had responded 

and were  handling things  with great  efficiency.  Then Diana again took her 

place on the Jet. The far ends of the crowd were dispersing, but large clumps of 

people remained. They were considerably calmer than before.
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“The point here has been made,” she told them. “Congress hears you. We 

are closing in on the criminal doing this. He will not succeed for long. In the 

meantime, there’s really nothing for anyone to do but go home and wait it out.

“We are a community. We are family. Look to your sisters and brothers, to 

your  parents  and children,  to  make  sure  they are  whole  and hale.  Look to 

yourself, too. You cannot help others if you are badly hurting. Don’t be afraid 

to ask for help. We are all here for you. This will–”

The giant screens around the Mall lit up with static and bellowed, “Wonder 

Woman will not help you.” Then the static cleared to show:

The  White  Magician.  This  time  his  movements  were  almost  natural-

looking. He used his old self as a template: tall and white-haired, dressed in 

dapper white suit and evening cape.

“She’s just a woman,” he told the crowd from the screens. “Not even an 

American. What can she know about what’s right for our country? She’s part 

of the plot– a communist, socialist plot to overthrow America!”

Diana  adjusted  her  set  for  higher  volume.  “This  is  Thomas  Asquith 

Randolph,” she told the crowd. “He’s the one behind your money problems.”

“I am well-known in Massachusetts,” the screen told them. “I have been a 

hero there for decades. I know the true, criminal nature of this–”

“He has been deceiving the public for decades,” Diana countered. “He is–”

The face of the President of the United States came on screen. “Attention,” 

the familiar face said. “Wonder Woman is betraying our country. She is trying 

to turn chaos loose on us so her people can invade.”

Diana leaped to the ground and grabbed the thick, tangled mass of cables 

the extruded from a screen.  If ever this happened, let it happen now! Great  

messenger Iris of the rainbow, hear my prayer!

Perhaps  it  was  the  goddess  and  perhaps  merely  the  magical  glitch  that 

followed Diana, but a few squares of colorful static appeared on the screen. 

She tried to concentrate on all the times she’d run up against magic. Make it 

come to her. Make it– what had Akila said?– polarize.

“I  command  the  armed  forces  to  arrest  Wonder  Woman,”  the  President 

continued,  unaware  that  more  and  more  of  the  screen  began to  fizzle  into 



random colors.  “Once  we  have  her  in  custody…  cus-too-duh…  cumber… 

tuh…”

Parts of the President’s face changed to the White Magician’s features. His 

mouth  stopped synching.  His  voice  went  first  higher  and then lower.   The 

image simplified into a cartoonish graphic of the Magician, looking like he’d 

be at home next to Mr. Magoo or the original Mario Brothers.

“You are a fake!” Diana shouted at him so the crowd could hear. She stood 

in front of the screen, facing it down though it stood four times higher than she. 

“We are on to you, deceiver. We will beat you.  I will beat you. In a contest 

between the two of us, you have never won. I– Wonder Woman, Champion of 

the Amazons– will not allow it. I will protect these people– this entire world– 

and I will win!”

The screen blanked.

Diana leaped to stand on her plane’s wing and faced the crowd. “This was a 

computer-generated lie. Like what’s going on with your finances.

“What  was  done  can  be  undone  once  this  threat  is  defeated.  I’ve  been 

tracking the Magician for days now. Now you know.” She stood with her arms 

out to the crowd. “Do we know who he is?”

“YEEEES!”

“Will we let him defeat us?”

“NOOOO!” “Hell, no!”

“He is ours! He cannot hide from us! When we are faced with his lies, we 

will remember the truth!”

The crowd howled its unity.

She waved the crowd back. “Good. Now go home. Let me and my allies 

handle this. Congress has heard you.  They themselves are not unscathed by 

this, though you might look closer at the ones who are better off for the crisis. 

This Magician will not succeed. Go home safely, my sisters and brothers. Take 

this time to remind your family and friends how much you love them.”

She did not stop to check that the mob obeyed, though she thought they 

would. Instead Diana hopped down to the ground and aided in the getting the 

remaining injured to hospital.
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Diana swooped onto the front lawn of the embassy, startling Vanelia, who 

was  pulling  guard  duty,  and  ran  to  the  entrance.  “Open  wards,”  she 

commanded even as she strode to the inner archway. Tia scrambled to grab the 

herbs and recite the mystic phrase releasing the protection.

Diana didn’t pause to thank her. Instead she trotted toward the back, letting 

out a shrill series of whistles that penetrated even the farthest reaches of the 

sprawling  embassy.  It  was  an  alert  to  her  staff  and  warning  to  embassy 

personnel that the power base had shifted. The Amazon Champion was now 

highest authority here.

By the time Diana reached her situation room, most of her staff had arrived, 

just out of breath. “Television,” Diana ordered. “As many channels as we can 

get.”

The final two, Katharine and Gennes, were already rolling sets in from their 

offices.  Not  all  the  electronics  of  the  Amazon  situation room were up and 

functioning yet, so this would have to do. “It started a little over an hour ago,” 

Gennes reported tersely. “Now all the news channels are handling it, live.”

“Handling what, exactly?”

The group stood in front of the TVs as special reports of riots and flash 

mobs cut into normal programming. Diana crossed her arms in front of herself 

and  concentrated  on  the  cacophony.  Every  minute  or  so  she  nodded,  and 

Gennes would change the channel selection, revealing a new scene of chaos 

from around the world.

People were marching on Wall Street. Cameras showed them streaming in 

from the subways and screaming at the buildings that seemingly controlled the 

collapse of American finances. On another network an elderly woman wept 

that her retirement savings had been wiped out. A father needed medicine for 

his daughter that could not be bought because computerized cash registers were 

down. No one could tell them who had done this, whom they could fight.

“I want everyone on damage control,” Diana told them. “Notify the Justice 

League of the situation, in case they haven’t caught on yet. Call the networks. 

This  must  be  handled  primarily  through  communications  with  the  public. 

‘Keep calm and carry on’; you all know the message.”



“Yes,  Champion,”  they  responded  almost  in  unison,  even  as  Superman 

came on a communications channel.

“I’m taking charge of this case,” Diana told the grim hero. “My team and I 

will go after the White Magician.”

“Not the Russians behind this? Magic. I should have guessed.”

She  nodded.  “Everyone  else  can  concentrate  on  the  secondary 

repercussions. We’ll hit the cause.”

“Right, Diana. Good luck.”

They’d all  remained through the wee hours of the morning in the room. 

Extra  chairs  lined  pulled-together  desk  and  tables  so  all  could  be  seated. 

Members  of  Diana’s  office  staff  circulated  with  notes,  emails  and  energy 

drinks. They watched the morning news even as they took phone calls.

Riots had erupted at hotspots throughout the world. Three hotels in Tokyo 

had been torn almost  into rubble.  A quarter  of  Rio de Janeiro was on fire. 

Hundreds  lay dead in the  streets  of  Cape Town.  France had shut  down all 

government operations.

The world’s capes were out in force, stopping greater calamities as they 

could.

The problem appeared less severe but much more widespread in the United 

States.

“It’s definitely originating from here,” Diana said.

Riots shook cities large and small. People were setting fire to banks and 

government  buildings.  Television  news  alerts  broke  into  static.  Telephones 

failed as everyone tried to call everyone else.

Gunmen took advantage of the chaos, either to murder without fear of being 

caught, or to murder in the name of self-protection. All security systems at the 

federal  penitentiary  in  Atlanta  failed,  and  the  prison  population  easily 

overcame their guards to break out.

The  Justice  League’s  information  office  was  everywhere  on  TV,  giving 

hundreds of  interviews reiterating the  “remain  calm” message  even as they 

kept Diana informed on a separate channel.
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Diana updated Superman, who rubbed his chin as he listened. Giving a nod, 

he said, “Sounds like it shouldn’t be long now, Diana, before you have the 

focus located. Even if it  does involve… him.” He gave a skeptical glare in 

Angle Man’s direction. The criminal was seated with the rest of the Amazons. 

“We’ll act as liaison with US Cyber Command. Tell us what you want done.”

Diana glanced at the one computer screen whose readout had become so 

familiar. “To begin with, track down those names we gave you. Get as much 

information as you can from them. And if someone could just go over to Dr. 

Fate’s tower and pound on it until he answers, I’d really appreciate it.”

“He never checks voice mail,” Superman growled.

“Here  we  go,”  Donna  reported  as  she  connected  her  phone  signal  to  a 

monitor.

The one next to the one Superman was on came to life.  Centered in the 

screen was a young black woman wearing colorful armor and a plexi visor.

“Skyrocket,” Diana greeted her. “What news?”

“We’ve been following him 24/7, every moment, ever since you called us.”

“I’m glad you were in the area. And?”

“A couple of emails from that ‘Byte’ person, but nothing else.”

“Did you locate him?” Superman blurted, his eyebrows forming a frown.

“Hey, is that Superman?” Skyrocket craned her neck to see the other screen.

“Yes,” Diana replied crisply. “Go on.”

The woman  nodded.  “No,  no location on  Byte.  For  the  past  three  days 

Jefferson’s just been meeting with people left over from the G-20. Big money 

deals, but nothing like what’s going on everywhere. He’s not hacking anyone’s 

accounts. Witchfire says she doesn’t detect him performing magic. The Byte 

emails indicate that Peyton Jefferson is someone who wants to cash in on the 

pandemonium and has  been aware of  the  plot  for  some  time,  but  he’s  not 

actually participating in causing it. Not now at any rate. He seemed shocked at 

the extent of the crisis.”

Diana  thanked  her  and  signed  off.  Everyone  onscreen  and  off  took  a 

moment  to  digest  the  information.  “So  it’s  definitely  Asquith  Randolph,” 

Superman murmured.



“Any more coin robberies? Vending machines going crazy?” Donna asked 

as she lounged in her chair.

“None we could discover. They seem to have stopped four or five days ago. 

Those were only in the DC area.”

“He got what he wanted,” Micah told Donna before he flinched toward the 

screen. “I interrupted. Man, I’m sorry.”

Superman was used to the deferential treatment. “You were saying? You 

think the coin angle–” his eyes flicked toward Angle Man– “is over?”

Micah said, “He used the Coin of Power in London. His message indicated 

that he’d finished working with it. I think all the other coins were to throw us 

off track, that it was really the Coin of Power he was after.”

“He may also have gotten power from some of the other specialized coins,” 

Diana said, “but on the whole, I agree. The Coin of Power was the final one he 

needed. It must have focused some major level of the spell. But what all did it 

entail?”

“Maybe it  was one of those hand-magic things you were talking about,” 

Micah put in. Diana looked at him quizzically. “You know, where you said a 

magician had to work long hours, storing up a spell that he could later use by 

waving his hand.”

“Oh, that’s good.” Donna swung her chair so she faced Micah. “Remotely 

investing  a  minor  magical  object  with  massive  magical  power  in  order  to 

release it later through direct means. I like it.”

“Is that what I said?”

“Yes, you did,” Diana informed him. The right side of her mouth almost 

twitched at his surprised and somewhat confused look. “Though it might have 

been a more ancient magician who performed that storage spell, and Randolph 

only recently became aware of it, or discovered how to utilize it.

“In the meantime, the Magician has obtained a Mother Box to enhance that 

power even more, but in new directions. Electronic directions.”

“Mother Boxes,” Angelo muttered. “Very powerful.” He straightened in his 

chair. “Unfortunately, they are unlike most remote controls.”

Everyone’s attention focused on him, including Superman’s.
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“Remote  controls  can  be…  che… subverted.”  He  found  the  right  word 

triumphantly. “One can take out the batteries. Hit it with a bat. Reprogram it. 

But not a Mother Box. A Mother Box has its own logic, its own protected 

power source, I don’t know from where. How do you stop it?” He shrugged. 

“You do not.”

“We stop it by stopping the person who directs it,” Diana told the room.

“It all points to the Magician being his own Mother Box now,” Micah said. 

“Master and slave are the same. Is that why Dr. Fate couldn’t find him? Fate 

was looking for a body. The Magician doesn’t have one. He’s got to be pure 

energy now. Sentient electrons.”

Diana stared at him before she could speak. “Pure energy. And here I’ve 

been considering a theory in which Randolph had encased his consciousness in 

some kind of robot that can link to Mother Box. All right; that makes the most 

sense if we can find any of that in this. We don’t understand techno-magic 

enough to know exactly how he’s accomplishing anything. We need to find the 

Magician,  whether  he’s  a  concentration  of  electrons,  or  has  constructed  a 

physical body for himself. Now.

“We will  disable him.  We will  disconnect  him from his Mother Box or 

power him down, whichever is needed. We will stop these escalating spells 

before they can be cast, and repair the damage that has been done already. In 

the meantime,  the Justice League and other teams will  calm the public and 

repair the physical damage.”

“Checking  net  coordination  protocols  for  the  Magician’s  current  impact 

now, Diana,” Superman told her. “Wait– Message coming through.”

Diana didn’t have to ask, as it was also appearing on a wall monitor. The 

screen showed a US Army general. Several people paced in the background 

behind  him,  a  dim  conference  room,  and  next  to  him  one  young  officer 

attended to a keyboard that likely controlled this feed.

“Wonder Woman!”

“General Darnell,” Diana replied. The distinguished veteran and she were 

well-acquainted. “We’re working on the emergency here at the embassy.”

“We need you at the Pentagon,” he replied tersely. “The central plaza. We 

are under an attack by… well, flying monsters. Dragons as well. Bullets don’t 



seem to  be  doing  any  good,  though  grenades  slow them down.  There  are 

images of a man calling himself–”

“The White Magician.” Diana stood. “These may lead us to the source. On 

our way, General,” she said as the screen switched off. She scanned the room, 

her gaze coming to rest on one person in particular.

“Angelo,” she asked, “if we encounter a Mother Box, can you control it?”

He looked baffled for  a moment,  but  then he steeled himself.  “Give me 

some time, and… maybe. Maybe so.”

“Good.  You’re with us. Tekla, remember those organic moly tarps? The 

ones that disperse focused magic?”

The ambassador  frowned for a moment  before  her eyes  lit  up.  “I  recall 

where we stored them. We only have, what, ten? I can have Pythia make more, 

but–”

“That will take time; ten will have to do. Quickly, please. Gather more as 

you can.”

But the bear-Amazon was already loping out the door.



C H A P T E R
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his time when the floors and walls of the jet became transparent so 

they  could  see  the  situation,  Micah  didn’t  complain.  Instead  he 

secured the headwear he’d been given. It looked like a long bicycle 

helmet and Halloween mask combined, but he could see clearly out of it and it 

weighed only a few ounces. He adjusted the eagle-emblazoned trench coat that 

they’d  assured  him  was  tougher  than  Kevlar,  and  then  checked  his  gun’s 

ammunition.

T
Below them the Pentagon filled the field of view, so much closer and at a 

bird’s eye angle that Micah never thought he’d see in person. Three rows of 

buildings lined the inner perimeter of the complex, but the center held a green 

of grass and trees, with broad paths that crossed it like a target.

“Great Hera,” Diana murmured.

White flashes signaled a firefight. From this position they could see squads 

of soldiers firing at broad-winged bat-demons that filled the air around them. 

One of the trees on the green was in flames. Bodies lay on the grass.

The border of the plaza displayed flickering holograms of thirty or forty feet 

high. They were all of the White Magician, waving his arms in unison with his 

copies and shouting about socialism and immigrants. Between the holograms 

snarled full-sized, Western-style dragons, breathing fire. Donna and Diana had 

a quick confab in terse Amazonian, pointing to the various monsters.

“After  seeing  to  the  safety  of  the  soldiers,  the  object  is  to  take  live 

prisoners,” Diana directed them all, “and keep them alive.”



As the jet descended on autopilot, she performed some forward lunges and 

swung  her  arms  in  large  circles  as  Donna  did  side  stretches  before  quick-

jogging in place.

“If I could have my Angler,” Angelo began. He was suited up much like 

Micah, minus the gun, but stood by a bulky cloth bundle that was as tall as he 

was.

“You stay here until we get to phase two,” Diana ordered. “Donna. Let’s 

go.”

With that,  Donna slipped out  the plane’s  hatch and darted into the  sky, 

above the flying demons. Immediately she put her energy-tapping lasso to use 

and snagged one demon by its feet.

“Full visible mode,” Diana commanded the plane as it landed on the grassy 

acreage that  comprised the center of  the Pentagon. She left  a  miniature 3D 

display of the area displayed on the conference table for Micah to study. It was 

much like the one the embassy’s guard used, giving him a clear view of the 

battle  and the  ability  to  zoom in.  “Contact  me  if  you  spot  anything  we’re 

missing. Try not to get yourself killed.”

She grabbed the top of the exit  hatch and swung herself into the chaos. 

Angelo heaved the door secure behind her.

Amid dragon roars, the blare from the holograms, and acrid smoke, Diana 

ran to the injured. Some of the Pentagon’s forces were already attempting a 

rescue.  She  protected  their  retreat  with  Bullets  and  Bracelets,  for  the  sky 

demons had guns– not electronic superposed weaponry, thank the goddesses. 

There was no way she’d have been able to stop that kind of attack. As it was, 

with multiple automatic weapons in use, she let far too many bullets through. 

But she caught enough on her bracelets. This down-and-dirty mission didn’t 

require perfectionism. Whatever accomplished the job was good.

With  that  task  completed,  she  motioned  for  the  squads  to  back  off. 

Protective fire squealed by close to her head as they retreated.

Gathering  her  nerve  and  her  chi,  Diana  barreled  straight  for  one  of  the 

dragons,  who  reared  up  and  hissed  sulfuric  fire  at  her.  It  towered,  scales 

flashing within the smoke. She aimed for the belly, then launched herself like a 
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missile. When it stumbled back and began to fall, she grabbed its back foot and 

boosted the entire creature into one of the Magician’s holograms.

“Wonderrr  Womaaan!”  the  Magician shouted.  “At  last!  Target  her!  Kill 

her! Destroy her!”

Diana hoped Donna wasn’t feeling left out. Instead, a flying demon hurtled 

from the  sky  into  the  next  hologram,  crashing  onto  the  ground.  The  two 

interrupted holograms crackled with static.

“Micah!” Diana called. “Phase two!” She used the hand signals they had 

worked out in case he couldn’t hear.

Then she dove for the next dragon. It must have seen her previous moves 

and now protected its stomach, letting out a long swoosh of fire at her. Diana 

ducked around the blistering blaze but felt the heat hit her legs. She wrenched 

the dragon’s tail.

She whistled: three short bursts, one long. Digging her boot heels into the 

sidewalk so hard that they broke the surface, she groaned with effort as she 

hefted the dragon then hauled it around and around until it spun mid-air in a 

circle, anchored by its tail in her hand. The dragon tried to breathe fire, but it 

was howling so hard it couldn’t.

Above, Donna had a bat-demon in her lasso that she also swung in a circle. 

When she released it, it shot straight at the dragon below. The two creatures 

crashed into each other and fell limp to the ground.

Micah and Angelo trotted across the green carrying bundles. When they got 

to the unconscious creatures they peeled apart their folds and then tossed large 

blankets across the monsters. They tucked them in as best they could, but some 

demon parts stuck out. The tarps were large, but the dragons were larger.

They could only do what they could.  Diana hoped these blankets would 

shield the demons from the Magician’s kamikaze magic and save their lives as 

humans.

She took off at a run to battle the next dragon. It teamed up with another 

one, swooping down on her wingtip to wingtip. A loop-de-loop brought her up 

behind them. She grabbed the one and then knocked their heads together. They 

fell, floundering. A solid haymaker right in the gut, followed by a double-fisted 

blow to the head, put the one out of action. Using him as a club put out the 



other  as  well.  Micah  and  Angelo  scrambled  to  cover  the  two  with  more 

blankets. There were only ten tarps, and no one was sure if they’d truly work.

These dragons were big. Her arms hurt from her efforts. Still Diana whirled 

her lasso to snag another. He reared against it and dragged her across the grass 

even with her boot heels dug in. The holograms laughed at her as more injured 

bat-demons fell from the sky. Some were already changing back into human 

form before they hit the ground. She could hear bones cracking.

Diana wrapped the end of her lasso around her fists, took a chi-multiplying 

breath, and yanked. Her dragon fell forward, honking in confusion. It threw her 

off-balance. She scrambled to regain her stance.

She yanked again,  leaped up to the top of her Jet’s  fuselage and pulled 

furiously on her  lasso.  The dragon managed to  take some  steps,  spread its 

wings. It leaped up into the sky, still bound, but Diana used the Jet to anchor 

the rope and hauled it back down to Earth. Hard. Two bounces and it was out. 

Angelo jogged toward it while Micah furnished cover fire.

Over  the  holographic  Magician’s  ranting  Diana  heard  a  shrill  whistle 

followed by two short bursts of different pitch, and looked up.  Sure enough, 

Donna was tossing a lassoed flying demon at her.  Donna snapped the lasso 

back, but the demon kept going. Diana set it like a volleyball up into the air so 

it tumbled over and over. Then Donna delivered a solid spike of a punch. It 

landed in a limp heap near Angelo. Twice more Donna served her demons. 

Twice more they landed unconscious.

Thank goodness  Donna was here  to  give her  a  bit  of  a  breather.  Diana 

should have had more of her sisters come and help.

She heard Micah yell at Angelo to pile up the demons. They had run out of 

blankets. Now they tried to cover the mound of unconscious bats, dragons, and 

metamorphing humans with the blankets they had.

Diana fervently hoped that Pythia’s tarps were doing their job. Underneath 

the magicks were people. They might be saved both physically and spiritually.

The air  around her  darkened.  A new squadron of  sky demons  appeared 

above  the  Pentagon.  From them a  blare  of  machine  gun  fire  crescendoed, 

aimed at the two Amazons. Diana whistled in battle code, and Donna dove to 

earth. The two sisters took positions back to back, ricocheting the barrage of 
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bullets off their dark bracelets. Some of the rebounds caught their adversaries, 

including one of the dragons. The others scooted away, out of range.

And began to burn.

“Gaea!” Diana exclaimed. “Take over.”

Without turning to see if Donna were obeying, Diana threw her lasso at the 

burning demons and dragged them toward her. She’d caught them unawares. 

They howled with pain and fear.

“Under the blankets! Under the blankets!” Diana pulled hard as Micah and 

Angelo  lifted  the  magic-dampening  cloths  to  make  room.  Under  the  tarps 

Diana could see human forms– so much smaller than their demonic selves– 

scurrying deeper into the dark recesses of the blankets, away from those who 

were still demonic. Diana hoped that flaming limbs wouldn’t set the blankets 

on fire.

“Fire extinguishers!” Diana shouted at a group of soldiers set up near the 

entrances to the business section of the Pentagon. Though most of the squad 

were busy returning fire from the sky, she was cheered to see two troops run to 

find some.

The bat-demons were running out of bullets. Donna pulled down two more, 

knocking  them unconscious.  The  remaining  ones  seemed  desperate,  flitting 

back  and  forth  without  an  attack  pattern.  They  must  have  seen  how their 

brethren had flared up.

“Under  the  blankets!”  Diana  shouted  to  them,  and  Donna  repeated  it, 

pointing at the tarps to the remaining demons and dragons. One shot out of the 

sky,  ducking under a blanket to cower. Then another followed, and another. 

And a dragon, barreling toward them, its wings flailing.

Outlined by the blankets, their large forms shrank as Diana and Angelo kept 

tucking  the  material  around  them.  Micah  slapped  his  coat  onto  flaming 

appendages, trying to smother them.

Some of the creatures in the sky broke ranks and flew away. More decided 

to drop to the earth and take their chances with the tarps.

Soon enough, the attack was over.

Soldiers  appeared with extinguishers  to  toss  them at  Donna.  She caught 

them and relayed one to Diana. Together the sisters ducked under the tarps, 



spritzing foam as  they saw flames  while  piling the  demons  to  create  more 

space under the blankets.

Then  Diana  ducked  out  to  join  Angelo,  who  was  seeing  to  final  outer 

tucking as the tarps were joined together to form one large tent. Diana spun her 

lasso  around  the  pile,  creating  a  dome  of  gleaming  gold.  It  gave  double 

protection against whatever the Magician might throw at his victims. She made 

one section ripple in order to let Donna and Micah out.

“Great! All clear in there!” Micah shouted as he came to stand by her side. 

“Now is there any way to shut him up?”

He pointed at the three remaining towering holograms of the Magician, still 

screaming hatred at  top volume.  Though he concentrated on expressing his 

disgust  for  Diana,  he also gloated how easy it  was to gain power.  He had 

control  of  the  Pentagon’s  computers.  The armed forces  should surrender to 

him, for soon he’d control the nation. They would have to obey his commands.

“I’ll  have  no  traitors,  no  incompetents!”  he  bellowed.  All  the  images 

pointed an index finger, and though the holograms were identical, the fingers 

aimed at the same target: Angelo.

A bolt of lightning burst from the fingers. But Diana had seen the motion, 

had guessed. She jumped to Angelo and pushed him down. She braced as hard 

as she ever had against the force. Her bracelets caught the bolt.

But behind her Angelo didn’t move.

“Donna!”

Her sister was already at his side, wrapping her lasso around him. Diana 

knelt to take his pulse. Nothing.

“Stand back,” Donna said as she concentrated.

Her  lasso  brightened  as  it  increased  his  life  energy.  Within  it,  Angelo 

twitched. Then he breathed.

“I’ll  keep it  on him,”  Donna said.  “They have a  dispensary here,  don’t 

they?”

Diana told her where it was. Donna took off to find it, Angelo in her arms.

“Think  I’ll  stay  behind  you,”  Micah  told  Diana  as  they  both  eyed  the 

Magician.

“Randolph!” Diana shouted. “You’re done. You’re defeated.”
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All  those  eyes  from  all  those  images  targeted  her.  “You  think  this  is 

defeat?” he asked, a mocking smile on his face. “This is a mere battle. I have 

won the war already.”

“We have your coins from London.”

“My…  coins?” He erupted into laughter.  “Oh,  I  can trust  you  to  be  so 

literal,” he told her. His voice boomed from all around the plaza, echoing off 

the walls. Speakers in the gardens blared with his words. Diana realized that 

the holograms were coming from bases set in the ground, as if they’d been part 

of the Pentagon’s landscaping or security.

Electronic, Diana  mused.  He’s  favoring  tech  to  pull  this  off.  If  it  were  

normal magic, he’d be here in person or utilize a familiar.

“You’re  still  chasing  a  Coin  of  Power,”  Randolph  gloated.  “Everyone 

knows that the true coin of power is money, in and of itself. Plain, everyday 

currency. It can buy anything. Cars. Women. Countries. These days mankind 

has managed to do away with coins and paper. Or gold. All that is left are 

numbers,  digital  numbers.  Tiny  electric  charges.  They  represent  so  much. 

They’re so easy to manipulate.”

He hadn’t displayed much if any human magic in these past days besides 

the coins, Diana realized. The demons were techno-magic, not human magic. 

They were solid holographic constructs and data manipulation around a human 

core.

“I own a full quarter of Congress!” the Magician sneered. “I control the 

corporations, CEOs, and short hairs of all America. In a few days, of the entire 

world. I can reshape things into the way they should be. People will hail me as 

President Randolph, the greatest of them all. I will make America great again. I 

will return the proper balance of classes. People will know their places.”

His eyes narrowed. “With this new power, I may even become a god. In 

Asquith Randolph we trust!  I  am everywhere,  in their televisions,  their  cell 

phones, their airwaves! Everything they touch I can touch now. I control.”

Micah was right. The Magician was no more; this was only Byte, techno-

mage.  The  last  Diana  had  seen  Randolph  alive  and  whole,  he  had  turned 

himself into a demon through his own black magical evolution of a completely 



organic kind. He had been full-fleshed, inhuman, reeking with a hellish stench, 

and dying with appropriate amounts of ichor and char.

“When you  died you  insinuated yourself  fully into your  home’s  electric 

lines,” Diana guessed. “There were no physical remains. This… This image of 

you is merely sentient energy.” He had become his own self-directed Mother 

Box.

The holograms paused, motionless, before they started moving again. “It 

took only a year for me to regroup my consciousness. I had spells in place to 

keep me alive or revive me if needed, but even they had problems with how 

you left me. Even so, they worked to an extent,” Byte bragged. “Another year 

to learn to interface with the computers I found at World Byte. Computers– so 

unnatural. So unlike anything I’d grown up with. I’d avoided them, and now 

discovered they were all I could use to live.”

“You  are  discorporate,”  Diana said.  “You are  Byte.  One and the  same, 

Magician and sentient energy.”

“I am still quite me. I am more than me now.”

“I’ve heard such boasts before. Electronic sparks do not a being make.”

“I live.”

“You  are  the  embers  of  true  life,”  Diana  badgered.  “Just  a  human 

wannabe.”

“More than human. I am a god! A god of the modern era!”

“Not even a Stone Age human. You think that by amassing wealth you are 

human again, just because you imitate what humans do. You fake being human 

and believe your own lies!”

“It’s not just wealth. It is the power over others that wealth buys. I will be 

the most powerful man… god… on this planet!”

“You will  be the most  powerful  pattern of  sparks on the planet,” Diana 

called out. “What will you do when you begin to lose your energy? It must 

happen sometime.”

He laughed again. “I  have my ways.  I  will  always  have enough energy. 

Enough wealth. Enough power!”

“How much is enough, Randolph? Or should I say, Byte? How much do 

you require for  whatever it  is  you  feel  you  need to do? When will  you  be 
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satisfied? Or are you merely a program that goes on and on and never realizes 

when it’s met its goal?”

He growled at her, but it came out burred, mechanical.

“What will you do with all your wealth, machine? Will you enjoy it with 

someone? Will you touch them? Will you walk with them, letting them admire 

you?  Letting  the  crowds  applaud  you?  Or  will  you  exist  alone  in  your 

electronic web and be able only to look out through cameras? What about those 

fine clothes you used to love? How you delighted in having any woman you 

wanted? Where is the human sensation, Randolph?”

“I will rule!” he bellowed.

“So what?” Diana replied. She was about to say more when the holograms 

abruptly vanished.

She turned around in a small circle, Micah by her side. There was no sign of 

Byte.

“Okay,” Micah said quietly. “Now what?”

“I have no idea.”

Pythia’s tarps had worked. Diana gathered in her lasso and then gingerly 

eased up a corner of one so she could peek inside. Movement was encouraging. 

Through the shadows she saw people. Naked people, all  men, hanging onto 

each other and shaking in fear. No demons.

Diana ducked under the tarp, followed by Micah. “Everyone all right here?” 

she called out.

Someone broke out in loud sobs. Another started to curse at her. “My hand! 

My hand  burned  off!  It’s  all  your  doing!”  “Shut  up!  She  saved  us!”  The 

arguments went around the crowd.

Diana was sorely tempted to separate them into souls who could be saved 

and those who couldn’t, and let the salvageable ones have the tarps. But that 

wouldn’t be right. You had to try your best to save all people. Only the very 

worst of the worst were truly evil. Only the evil ones couldn’t be–

Diana choked. Her heart rose in her throat as the realization hit her.

“You– You all stay here under the tarps and stabilize,” she told the crowd in 

a voice whose tremble she couldn’t hide.



“Diana?” Micah murmured from her side.

“Fifteen minutes,” she told the crowd and then ducked back outside.

“What’s wrong?” Micah demanded after he followed her.

Diana mouth moved but the only sounds that emerged were one-syllable 

exclamations that didn’t make sense until she said, “No. No. Yes. Oh, Micah!” 

The expression on her bruised face was that of pure horror. She blinked hard as 

tears sprung from her eyes.

He stood stupefied for a moment, jaw dropped in dismay. Then he took her 

into his arms. “What is it, honey?” he asked as she pressed the heels of her 

hands to her eyes. “The battle. Yeah, I was scared stiff too.”

Diana shook her head, but managed to speak between hiccups. “I’ll have to 

kill  h-him.  Really  dead  this  time.  There’s  no  saving  him.  It  won’t  be  an 

accident or self-defense. I have to set out to m-murder him. Gaea have mercy 

on us all.”

Micah didn’t know what to say to that so he just held her. He’d never seen 

Diana in this state before.

“If anyone deserves to die, it’s the Magician,” Micah decided.

“It’s n-not a matter of deserving.” With a loud sniff Diana straightened. She 

looked all around, but not at him. “It’s a matter of putting down an incurably 

mad dog before he can hurt anyone else. Before he can spread more of his evil, 

like he did to those men in there.” Her chin jerked to include the undulating 

tarps.  “Before  he  can  ruin  innocent  people’s  lives  by  taking  their  money. 

Ultimately by enslaving them and forcing them to live to his perverted rules.”

“He’s just a machine. Energy.”

Her lips set in a tight line. “He’s sentient. Sentience is sacred, no matter 

what form it takes.”

“But you told him–”

“I lied.” She swiped filthy sweat off her forehead and closed her eyes as if 

tired beyond reckoning. “It is an evil act that I will do, but it’s my duty. Let 

Persephone and the Furies so witness. Even before the Magician cast off of his 

free  will  his  humanity,  he  walked  a  path  of  utter  darkness,  scheming  to 

subjugate the innocent and disempower all but himself. He convinced others to 

follow him, soiling their very souls. He–”
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“Let me do it. Yeah. You said magicians feared guns the same as anyone 

else.”

Her reddened eyes came to rest on his face. “No. You won’t be there.”

“I…?”

She walked to her plane. From a compartment near its door she produced a 

clean cloth with which she mopped her face and neck. She replaced the cloth, 

closed the compartment, and leaned against the plane with both arms stiffly 

stretched in front of her. She didn’t look around.

“Go home, Micah,” she finally said. “Your bullets won’t solve things this 

time. Take the long way,  by car. I’ll take the jet.  Boston is where he’ll be. 

Boston is his home, his headquarters. His mansion is the only thing left of his 

heart. His server or whatever he uses to center his sentience will be there.”

“Why can’t–”

“He’d use you against me. He’ll go after any of my weaknesses.”

“And I’m a weakness?”

She turned to take him by the shoulders so neither could look away. “Yes. 

You are a definite weakness he could use against me. I’d do anything to keep 

you safe. This is another reason why I can’t get too close to people, Micah. 

They can get hurt or worse. Like Artemis. You should go home. By the time 

you get there, either the Magician or I will be dead. And frankly, I don’t intend 

to die, not today. I will be victorious. But I might not be if you’re there.”

She slipped into her plane.

The ambassador  discovered Micah in Diana’s office.  “Why are you  still 

here,  dear?”  The  slightest  trace  of  irritation  showed  in  her  gravelly  voice. 

“Diana said she had sent you home.”

“Diana is not my keeper.”

Tekla watched as Micah slid the new clip into his gun. Using the palm of 

his hand, he pushed against the bottom of it until it clicked. He pointed the gun 

at  the  floor,  pulled  the  slide  back,  and  released  it  so  it  snapped  forward. 

Making sure the safety was on, he snugged the gun into its shoulder holster and 

picked  up  two  more  loaded  magazines,  which  he  secured  into  the  interior 

pockets of the leather jacket he’d thrown over the back of a chair.



“Shoulda known to bring more bullets,” he muttered. “Seems I use up two 

years’  supply every time  I  work  with  Diana.”  He  tapped his  right  pocket. 

“Don’t eat ‘em, Mitch.”

“I dislike weaponry that puts the attacker at more than arm’s length,” Tekla 

observed.

“I just feel better with this. We’re getting down to the wire,” Micah told 

her. “And Donna’s right. Diana is a magnet for the biggest kind of trouble. If 

I’m going to be at her side, I should be prepared. You got a back-up plane?”

“No.”

He nodded toward the mirror that linked Diana’s office with the Amazons’ 

island. “How’s about another mirror? I need quick transportation.”

“You can call Dulles to make a reservation,” Tekla told him. “The Acela 

train takes seven hours, so I’m told. But it may be difficult to arrange payment 

for your trip.”

He grabbed her by her shawl. “What, you want Di to face that… that demon 

magician alone?” he croaked. “Call Donna. She can fly me there. She’d want 

to be there to help.”

The bear-woman gently detached his fingers from her outfit. “Donna would 

definitely  be  helpful,”  she  said  slowly.  “But  not  you,  dear  Micah.  I  can 

understand Diana’s thoughts in this. We will send Donna.”

With that the ambassador touched her left bracelet and sent out a call. “She 

will be here directly,” Tekla reported. “Pythia has found more tarps she can 

give us.”

“Good. I’ll hitch a ride.”

“I doubt if Donna will take you. I will advise against it. But a few more 

Amazons may help the matter resolve quickly. She will take them.”

A flurry of small bells tinkled through the hall. “My three o’clock is early,” 

Tekla remarked. “With the crisis, I forgot to cancel. You should collect your 

belongings as well as something to eat, Mr. Rains, and then leave the embassy. 

We will have your car fueled and waiting for you.”

“An unscheduled visitor for the Champion,” a ceiling speaker informed her.

Micah  grabbed  his  jacket  and  slipped  it  on  as  he  accompanied  the 

ambassador to the front lobby to argue some sense into her. There they found a 
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young  black man,  his  hands  shoved into his  pants  pockets,  facing  the  two 

Amazons at the welcome desk. He shuffled from foot to foot as he waited. 

Beside him stood the outer lobby’s guard, who regarded him curiously.

The man squinted at Micah through the fluctuating wards. “Hey,” he said, 

“you’re a dude.”

“Glad you noticed.”

Then he caught a glimpse of Tekla, did a double-take, and reared back in 

horror. “And you’re… you’re…”

“The ambassador,” Tekla assured him. “I am Tekla. And yes, I am part bear 

at the moment. I do not eat humans, at least not without a sturdy wine sauce 

accompanying the dish. Eudia?”

The Aboriginal Amazon at the desk turned to the ambassador. “This is Chaz 

Rider,” she said. “He has one of Diana’s cards.”

“Diana is not here right now.” Tekla addressed the visitor. “She is dealing 

with, ah, the financial meltdown.”

“Meltdown?”  The  man’s  eyebrows  raised  and  he  glanced  at  Micah  for 

confirmation.

“Didn’t you hear?” Micah asked him. “Money riots everywhere. She and 

Troy are on the case.”

“But we are here if you need help,” Tekla assured Chaz. “What can we do 

for you? If it’s money,  I’m afraid our accounts are in flux right now, as are 

everyone’s. Otherwise, we will do what we can.”

“Uh…” Chaz was clearly fighting the shock of confronting a bear-woman, 

but he took a deep breath. “Uh, it’s not money. Not exactly. Well, I was talking 

to Wonder Woman the other day. I’m out on bail now. I talked to the guy she 

told me to. And I…”

Tekla leaned down to her receptionists and Chaz stopped talking. “He is 

who he says?”

“Yes. One of Diana’s special projects. He’s on her list.”

“Very well.” Tekla straightened. “Let him in. He can talk to Gennes.” She 

nodded to Chaz. “Gennes is Diana’s personal assistant. She can not only relay 

what you tell her, but also has access to Diana’s network to help you.”



Eudia went to rearrange the pile of herbs that held the embassy’s wards, and 

to say the words that would release their magic. The wavering shimmer that lay 

between them and the visitor shuddered and then vanished under the archway 

that led to the lobby. After a moment’s hesitation, Chaz started through.

He was halfway in when a shout sounded from outside. As he turned around 

at the sound, the embassy’s front doors crashed apart.

White Magician constructs rushed in.
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hey  were  steroidal  demi-human  hulks  with  holographic  muscle 

layering and blood on their bodies. More than a dozen barreled into 

the  embassy,  plowing  past  Chaz  and  through  the  archway.  Two 

clutched at wounds, but weren’t slowed down. Another attacked the Amazon 

warrior  who guarded the  outside  anteroom.  He ripped off  one of  the  outer 

doors to beat her down. She twisted it in his hands, butting him so he fell back. 

His body crunched as he hit the stairs outside.

T
A gonging alarm sounded even as Micah reached for his gun. The Amazons 

at the desk sprang out of their seats, long daggers in their hands.

“See to the visitor!” Tekla shouted at Micah as she leaped into the fray. She 

used her own solid, bear hands to pummel the constructs. They fell back before 

her.

Micah pulled a stunned Chaz to his feet and back out of the battle.

“What’s–”

Micah turned to see Paco standing in the hallway, his mouth hanging open 

at the sight.

“Go with Paco!” Micah shoved the newcomer Paco’s way.

He stumbled without question toward safety.  But Paco took Chaz by the 

shoulders. “Get to the back,” he commanded. “Run. As far as you can go. If 

you see anyone else, tell them what’s happening. Tell them to call for help!” 

Then he aimed Chaz toward the back of the embassy, gave him a push, and 

reached for the swords mounted on the lobby walls.



Micah didn’t argue with him. Paco got two swords and managed to hand off 

one to Janestra as she ran up. She began to hack demons as hard as she could. 

Micah could almost feel the impact as the sword battered the man. It sounded 

like she was cracking walnuts.

Her sword drew glowing blue blood. Good.

Paco’s hands tightened on the hilt  of his  own sword and then,  his teeth 

bared, he ran forward to hack as well. Two more Amazons ran into the lobby. 

One brandished an axe; the other, a short rifle.

Micah was already on his sixteenth round. At first he’d been afraid that the 

bullets  would merely bounce off  the  hulks,  but  they penetrated their  flesh, 

leaving trails of blood. They just didn’t slow them down much.

One  demon  man  went  down,  whether  from  his  bullets  or  Janestra’s 

chopping,  he  didn’t  know.  The ambassador  felled another  one,  his  severed 

neck pouring blood onto the marble floor. The body burst into flame and Tekla 

lurched away from the blaze. Then she reared and launched herself onto the 

next demon.

Bullet  number  seventeen.  Micah  pressed  his  gun’s  release  even  while 

reaching  for  the  next  magazine.  It  clicked  in  smoothly,  his  rhythm barely 

interrupted.

He changed position to get clearer shots. Torso hits weren’t doing much, so 

he aimed for the heads. The Amazon in the lobby was down, but her attacker 

was on his knees, wobbling and bleeding in gushes. Micah knew there was an 

Amazon guard on the lawn outside. These demons would have had to come 

through her. Likely that was her blood on them.

Though they bled fiercely, still the Amazons in here held their ground. Paco 

worked on the back and shoulder of one demon as an Amazon hacked away on 

its front.

Two more Amazons, wielding both swords and axes, skidded in from the 

back.  Micah recognized the one with the axe as Gennes, Diana’s secretary. 

Micah would have breathed a sigh of relief if five more demons hadn’t burst 

into the entrance.

“Stand your ground!” Tekla commanded her people. “They stop here! No 

farther!”
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That mirror gateway to Themiscyra lay in the back of the building. If these 

demons should get to it–

Micah got in three more shots as Gennes cleared his target. Right in the 

forehead. The demon faltered, then fell in flames.

A cry and movement caught his eye– Paco. Down. A deep gash in his upper 

right leg. Blood spurting out. Still he held his sword, ready to puncture demon 

flesh if he could. Micah blasted the demon who turned to take advantage. The 

Amazon behind it hauled off and slammed it with all her might, though she 

looked like she might not have much strength left. Her left arm hung off her 

like a blood-soaked rag.

Three demons concentrated on the ambassador. Tekla never hesitated. She 

ran at them, though these had guns out. They fired at her.

She blocked most of the fire with both bracelets and a sword she’d picked 

up. One bullet got through. Micah saw the blood flow from Tekla’s human 

shoulder.

Within a spear’s length of the intruders, Tekla dropped the sword and threw 

herself at them through the gunfire. She roared, her arms arcing up and then 

slashing down. The bear’s claws took down one man immediately. The others 

drew back in terror.

Tekla let loose another roar as she swept her claws down a leg, ripping it 

open. Then up–

But another volley of bullets, one from each side, caught her.

She clung to one of the men, her bear hand scratching, her teeth sinking into 

his  neck, even as they both went down. The man shrieked before suddenly 

going as silent as his fallen comrade.

Micah was left to take on the rest– the advantage of having a weapon that 

worked farther than one’s reach.

Through the  horror  and  fire  and  blood Micah  realized:  He  hadn’t  been 

injured. Amazons, Paco and demons lay on the cold marble floor, red and blue 

liquids oozing from them, bones and other organs occasionally jutting through 

their skin.

But Micah hadn’t even been scratched.



The remaining five demons  turned toward him,  their  long arms  hanging 

inhumanly from their bloody bodies, their black, pinpoint eyes targeting him.

Time for a strategic retreat. He could circle through the western rooms and 

stall for…

But they rushed him. He backed up, firing against the oncoming threat. He 

lost  count  of  his  bullets.  All  too  soon  when  he  hit  the  trigger,  nothing 

happened.

He changed magazines even as the demons pounced. He got one at point-

blank range.

And then he didn’t remember anything.

Night had fallen by the time Diana arrived at Randolph’s mansion. She’d 

flown to Dr. Fate’s tower first for backup, only again to find no one at home. 

Donna  had  reported  via  omni-receiver  from the  Pentagon that  Angelo  was 

woozy  but  otherwise  fine.  She  was  going  to  get  reinforcements  from  the 

embassy before she left for Boston. Diana hadn’t heard anything since, and 

assumed that the Amazon group was gathering weaponry to use in their assault.

The idea that  yet  another  sister  might  be  killed or  maimed by this  evil 

Magician set Diana’s teeth to grinding. Never again. Tonight this ended. If she 

died during this battle, then the others would arrive soon after, fresh and ready. 

The  Magician  would  have  been  battered  and  weakened,  easy  pickings  for 

whoever was left to deal with him.

But she didn’t have any intentions of dying. Instead she steeled herself for 

murder and its aftermath. She didn’t dwell on how she’d feel afterward. There 

would be no guilt, because if needed she would do such again. This murder had 

to be committed. She was the only one who could do it. She would have no one 

else assume her sins.

Even after their break-in of a week before, there were no wards around the 

Randolph mansion. Diana heaved the front doors open, breaking them off their 

hinges. Her left ankle and knee had been securely taped, and were now hidden 

under her most protective uniform. The material covered the cuts and burns 

sustained from the dragon battle. She’d drunk an orgone potion in hopes of 

increasing her vitality.
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As she stalked to the rear, toward the library, she whipped her lasso left and 

right. It sent furnishings and armor careening in pieces across the floor.

She pulled the wooden sigil decorations off the walls and broke them upon 

her knees. She stomped on metal and crystalline pieces that seemed to have 

magical significance. Only one squadron of bodiless armor charged her from 

another section of the building, and she deftly dealt with that until they joined 

the debris. She stumbled twice during the fight but recovered.

By the gods, but she was exhausted.

Finally she arrived in the darkened two-story library. The door on the upper 

level was closed, but could hide an adversary. The door to the basement and its 

horrors was locked from this side. A homey scent of wood fire in the fireplace 

flavored the air.  Next  to the armchair  in front of it  sat an etched goblet of 

burgundy wine. That glass-paneled bookcase that she had left  covered with 

solidified goo now stood pristine in its proper place.

But a new piece had been added: a metal cabinet on the far wall  with a 

protective door that let her see tiny flashing lights within. A computer server.

Diana’s skin began to crawl as she made sense of shadows and animalistic 

snuffling. Someone crouched next to it.  She or he began to stand up. They 

gave off a stench of rot. Whoever– whatever it was, it was unnatural. It didn’t 

belong in this world.

“Sss… So… glad you… could c-come, Wwwonderr Womann.”

The figure stood now, stretching slowly to full height.

The hairs on Diana’s body stood on end. The voice was almost familiar. 

Almost…

The figure turned toward the firelight.

Micah!

He stood with his ear almost touching his left shoulder, his arms awkwardly 

bent  away from his  torso.  His  knees  were  flexed  as  well,  his  feet  pointed 

outward. As Diana watched paralyzed in shock, the legs shuffled to a more 

normal position. The arms lowered, the spine straightened, and the head rolled 

to the right, overcompensating for a moment before it raised upright.

It truly was Micah.



“Stay where you are,” Diana ordered. Warily she approached him as he 

watched her, a sneering smile on his face.

She commanded her lasso to glow brighter. Though dressed in his regular 

clothing and jacket, Micah wore metal manacles on his wrists, ankles and neck. 

They were connected by cable to the blinking metal cabinet. Underneath the 

restraints came a blue glow.

His eyes began to glow blue as well.

Diana resisted the urge to be ill.  Micah captured. The real Micah– dead? 

Was he still in there? “Micah?”

As an answer he laughed at her. It wasn’t Micah’s goofy laugh, but rather a 

threatening one, one denoting superiority and triumph over her.

“Thank you for providing the body,” not-Micah told her. “I had others in 

mind, but this one will do fine. Young and strong, handsome and tall. It’s been 

quite some time since I was legitimately young.”

“Randolph,” Diana breathed.

“Did you think it could be anyone else?”

“Not really.” As fast as a blink, Diana lassoed him, pulling the rope tight 

around his arms. The lasso crackled with tiny lightnings. “Didn’t you forget? 

You can never defeat me.” Diana managed to smirk at him. “I am Wonder 

Woman.” Then she grabbed Micah’s left manacle and with a grunt of effort, 

snapped it off.

“Oh, gee,” Micah said, his eyes widening. They began to roll back. “That 

makes me feel…” Those eyes narrowed at her, the blue glow almost sparking 

out of them, “…absolutely the same.”

A small gesture of his right hand, and the cuff fell off there as well. He 

shook his legs and the lower cuffs detached. A roll of his neck unclicked the 

neck band.

“I  have no need of these anymore,”  he told Diana.  “The transference is 

complete. I have taken charge of Mr. Rains’ nervous system, his brain and all 

synapses within it. Thus, his mind. This body would make a good President, 

don’t you think? It is American-born. I can arrange the election now. I can put 

this country back to where it should be.”

He spoke in the White Magician’s voice.
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“Fight  it,  Micah!”  Diana  called.  She  searched  his  eyes,  hoping  for  a 

glimmer of awareness, but found only Randolph’s cold, glowing glare.

The light in Artemis’ eyes had been fading when Diana had held her on that 

final day.

“You have been in my way far too long, woman,” he growled. “Now you 

are dead!”

With a single, small gesture of his hand, Diana found herself thrown across 

the room with breathtaking force. She crashed into the wall. A painful rain of 

books pelted her.

In that moment of distraction, the Magician let fly a wave of energy that 

loosened the lasso. It fell around his feet and he quickly stepped away. But he 

had to duck as Diana fired his books at him like small missiles. In the first 

seconds of her attack she avoided his head, but changed tactics and went for it. 

He was newly made. Unconsciousness might stop his magic. Micah could still 

be saved.

He was not Artemis, who had died when Diana had failed. This time she 

would not fail.

Within a minute he’d managed to construct a minor shield around himself, 

so  Diana reached for  larger  objects.  She tore  bookcases  off  the  walls.  She 

jumped onto the balcony and ripped its railing out, then threw the spindles like 

short spears; finials, like ninja stars.

He returned the barrage. She caught what she could on her bracelets and 

took shelter behind a growing pile of debris. Even so, some got through. Again 

and again, Diana couldn’t dodge all the blows. All the sharp edges. A fiery 

spark seared its way through her left thigh. Blood dripped from her forehead 

and limbs.

The room twisted–

Gravity went sideways. Diana reached for support but sprawled on her face 

anyway.  Something from outside roared like a small jet engine. The bank of 

windows crashed inward, along with a length of outer wall.

Donna’s red coupe, now accordioned from the impact and bursting with air 

bags,  sat  revving  within  the  destruction.  Angelo  flailed,  pinned  within  the 

passenger  seat’s  bags,  but  Donna  jumped  out,  her  lasso  at  the  ready.  The 



driverless  car  lurched  before  charging  forward  toward  the  fireplace  at 

kamikaze speed. Bricks showered everywhere.  Blazing logs flew out  of the 

firebox to arc across the room.

Diana pulled herself to her feet even as Donna threw her lasso at something 

blocked from Diana’s view. It gave Diana a moment to find and grab her own 

lasso back from where it had fallen. She turned just in time to see Donna flying 

backward, spread-eagle.

Diana took the opportunity to attack the Magician while he wasn’t looking 

her way. She threw her lasso around him. Old Magic fought techno-magic, and 

lightning ripped through the air. It burned Diana– but it also did the Magician.

And for a moment the blue glow in his eyes went out.

“Micah!” Diana shouted. “Fight it now!”

The  electricity  had  thrown the  lasso  off  the  Magician,  but  again  Diana 

snapped it  to him.  He recovered quickly–  computer  quick.  His eyes  blazed 

anew. A blast  of  magic  propelled the lasso away from him before it  could 

touch.

Then Donna’s silver lasso landed on him. This was Ancient Magic. The 

magic dissonance produced an ear-splitting whine. The Magician grabbed his 

ears.

And Diana delivered a right hook to his jaw.

That power level would have taken out a heavyweight champion, but the 

Magician was only stunned.

The room twisted.  Diana grabbed onto a table that  didn’t  stay still.  She 

tumbled to land on the wall of the room– and then fell to the floor when the 

room righted itself.

“Sorry, it slipped!” Angelo called.

“Damned foreigners!” the Magician yelled as he picked himself up as well. 

He spotted Angelo still in the car.

Diana realized that the whine had stopped. The Angler’s skew had knocked 

Donna’s  lasso  loose  from the  Magician.  And  Angelo  had  the  Angler.  He 

pointed it at the Magician. Again the room dipped, then spun. Diana dug her 

fingers into wallboard and held on fast.

“I– will– get you, dago!” the Magician screamed.
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Through a new fall of room detritus, Diana could see the look of terror on 

Angelo’s face. He pointed the Angler at the Magician. His hands visibly shook. 

Then he pointed the Angler at himself.

“No, Angelo!” Donna shouted as she leaped for him.

A moment before she could reach him, Angelo disappeared.

Junk cascaded all around Diana. A quick look around afterward told her 

that Donna had also disappeared. Only Donna’s lasso remained, peeking out 

from a fall of bookcases.

Where was the Magician? Smoke filled the room. Those logs had ignited 

flammable bits as they’d tumbled around, or maybe lightning had done it. The 

locked cabinet was on fire. Two bookcases on the library’s upper story were in 

flames, and smolders near Diana threatened to build quickly. Smoke created a 

choking fog. When she turned at a new burst of heat, Diana had to scramble to 

avoid a blazing section of books.

Where was he? Where was–

A blast of magic force tossed her across the room, destroying a circle of 

floor as it did so. She caught herself before she could fall into the fireplace, but 

she was off-balance. Another blast caught her. She fell down, down. Down into 

the Magician’s dungeon basement.

Where Artemis had died.

As she struggled to sit up and catch her breath, Randolph stood over her. 

Triumph lit Micah’s face.

“Time to learn your  place.  You are  done,  woman.  Before you  die,  bow 

before me like a woman should.” He stretched forth his arms to either side, and 

strings of blue light connected each finger to the walls of his dungeon, as if he 

controlled it like a puppet.

She couldn’t get a full breath. Her left leg didn’t want to take her weight. 

Blood kept dripping into her eyes, and her right ring finger must be broken.

Diana feigned even worse weakness as she struggled to find a strategy. If 

she couldn’t defeat him through physical means, there could be a psychological 

way.  Randolph was  a  man  from a different  time.  He cherished stereotypes 

about women. He expected a woman to be weak. He expected women to–



“You  are  a  monster,”  she  told him,  shocked at  how her  voice  croaked. 

“Taking others’ lives. Destroying them. Stealing an innocent like Micah and–” 

Diana  jumped  to  her  feet,  surprising  him,  and  grabbed  him by his  lapels. 

“Micah!” she cried as her left leg tottered. “You’re in there! I know it!”

She shook him by his jacket as Randolph laughed.

Four of those strings wrapped around Diana and squeezed. She gasped.

Randolph laughed again. Now when he clenched his right hand, the strings 

constricted on Diana. They cut her.

“I know you wouldn’t want to live like this, Micah,” she called softly. “I 

will put you out of your misery. B-better dead than… than this.”

She sniffled to distract the Magician with a woman’s “weakness,” but also 

revealed what she’d slipped from Micah’s jacket: his gun.

“You must be joking,” Randolph said. Clearly, she’d astounded him.

So when she pulled the trigger at point-blank range, he had no defense.

“What?!” He looked down at the spreading red spot that had appeared just 

above the left side of his belt. “You shot me. You. Shot me!”

She had not severed any major blood vessels. The transverse colon could be 

repaired– but this was not the time to seem to be in control.

“You will not have him!” Diana shrieked. Her mouth worked before she 

could manage more words. “Not another one!” Tears streaming down her face, 

hands trembling violently, she shot again.

It caught the Magician in his left upper arm.

“You don’t use guns!” he yelled at her. One of the blue strings attached to 

him faltered and then winked out. “Hysterical woman! Give me that! Give me 

the gun! You don’t know how to use it!”

Diana sobbed as she wobbled. “You won’t have Micah. N-not ever!” She 

got off two more shots.

One missed its target, and bright blood spouted in response. Damn!

Thick, black smoke was filling the basement from above, and the Magician 

coughed.  Another  bullet  missed  him  completely,  but  the  other  hit  the 

Magician’s upper right thigh, close to his groin. His leg spewed blood.

He babbled his confusion, then tried to make the necessary signs to trigger–
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“No no no no no no!” Diana screamed a high, piercing, wordless note. She 

shot with each “no,” not appearing to aim, and yet got four more hits. One of 

them caught the Magician’s wrist, and the blue control lines connected to that 

hand disappeared.

She was free.

He twisted to find his server cabinet. It lay on its side ten feet from him, but 

on the floor above. From her position Diana could see it. Three books blazed 

under one corner of it.

“Not Micah!” Diana shrilled as her entire body trembled.

The Magician scrabbled across the stone floor to get away from the crazy 

witch, but his injuries impeded his movements and he had to concentrate on 

deflecting her bullets with his magic even as he kept himself from dying. She 

moved so quickly, so chaotically in her wounds and woman’s hysteria that he 

couldn’t target her well. Every time he caught a corner of the gun she managed 

to snatch it back. Slowly he floated upward.

“You will never have him. You will not feed on him! He will die before you 

have a host!”

“I’m not feeding on him now, stupid woman! He’s gone. But I will feed on– 

you!”

“I’ll kill him. His soul will go to Elysium and be forever rid of your evil. 

But he will be free!” Left leg hanging limply, Diana jumped with her right leg 

to the first floor but then fell to her knees. An electric bolt missed her. Diana 

howled, then raised up her face even as the Magician reached his cabinet.

“Goodbye, Micah. Give my love to my nephew when you get there.”

She lifted the gun and fired. It was a wonder her hands could even work, 

they shook so. But they fired and fired and fired. The Magician jerked and 

twitched from the impacts.

“I will… I will not die!” he vowed as he lay in a pool of blood. “At least… 

at least I wounded you, Amazon. You have killed your lover!” At last he was 

able to throw an otherwise unworking arm over his cabinet. The lights inside it 

twinkled into full array.

In that instant Micah’s body went completely limp. He rolled when he hit 

the floor.



“Micah…” Diana stared a moment  before  her  expression hardened.  She 

looked at the cabinet. Blinked a haze of blood and grime out of her eye.

Then she reached inside the back of her wide belt  to draw out  Donna’s 

lasso.

Bracing herself as she could, she kicked the cabinet’s plug and other cables 

out of the wall. Of course it had its own internal battery.

Diana coiled the lasso around the cabinet as quickly as she could manage. 

Then she limped one step back.

She’d only worked with this lasso twice before. She pictured the energy in 

the cabinet draining out as if it were colored lights marching into the lasso. The 

lasso digested it into nothing.

“Die,” she hissed as her hair stood on end. “Die, you piece of scum. Let 

Mother Gaea turn her face from you.”

Every last quantum of energy, she told the lasso. Take it all. Leave nothing.

Was that it? It had to be. How could she be sure? Diana gathered the lasso 

to her. Wasting not a moment, she rushed to Micah. “Hold on! Hold on!” Was 

there anything of him in the body left to save? Quickly she bound up Micah in 

it and willed energy to him. Good, clean energy. Gaea’s love energy. Her own 

love.

She pinched the base of his brain stem. Old war stories claimed that this 

kept the soul from leaving the body.

“Bur-rup,” something said.

The sound was close. From… Micah’s jacket? Quickly Diana fumbled with 

it. Something in his pocket. If it was the Magician’s magic, it would have to 

be–

“Bur-rup!” it  called as she unzipped the pocket  and spilled a gray frog-

shaped stone into her hand.

Before  Diana  could  even  think,  the  frog  grew  to  monster  proportions. 

Filling up the library and then some, it peered down at her. Then at Micah’s 

body, then at the cabinet. It opened its mouth–

And swallowed the cabinet whole.

“Bwurrrp!” it  said before it  shrank down to normal size and sat there, a 

toddler-sized greenish gray statue. It gave a final croak, and from its mouth 
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rolled the Coin of Power. It twirled in a circle three times before clattering to a 

rest.

Micah groaned. Quickly Diana finished wrapping him like a mummy with 

Donna’s lasso. She willed energy into him as she prayed to every god she knew 

of. She scooped up the frog and coin and, with Micah in her arms, balanced on 

her good leg and then leapt to her waiting plane.

She left the mansion behind her to burn to the ground.



C H A P T E R

23

icah  returned  from  the  hospital  room’s  bathroom,  dressed  in 

normal  clothing for the first  time in three weeks.  Gingerly he 

adjusted his new jacket until it felt right. It didn’t take much. It 

might look amazingly like his trusty Eddie Bauer dress coat, but its leather was 

even softer, and whoever killed the cow for it likely hand-stitched the coat as 

well.

M
His gun lay in its shoulder holster, polished so it looked new. An unopened 

box of bullets filled an inner pocket. His wallet had been primed with a healthy 

wad of cash that hadn’t been there before.

“You look good,” Diana told him.

He knew he sported bruises and a few outright dents here and there, but 

they were getting better. Diana herself bore some yellowing spots from some 

awful bruising of her own. She favored her left leg when she walked, and wore 

a bandage over a more recent burn.

“I feel good,” he told her as he rotated his shoulders and twisted his hips. 

Again: gingerly.  “Just a few twinges left. And I was noticing, hardly a scar. 

They told me they re-constructed about a dozen organs.”

Diana smiled. “You’re brand new in some places,” she said. “What scars 

and aches remain will disappear in a few weeks if you use the ointments, drink 

all your teas, and practice that guided meditation.”
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“I appreciate the Amazon medicine. Thank anyone for me that I’ve missed. 

A lot.” He adjusted his holster. “Jeez, me meditating. I’ve never done that in 

my life.”

“It will help enormously. We’re the best at fixing battle injuries.” Diana sat 

in a chair with her feet up on his hospital bed. The sheets on it were still in 

disarray, a bookmarked novel of World War II lying next to the pillow. The 

short stack of books Micah had gone through during his hospitalization had 

been cleared out this morning.

As he made some final adjustments in a wall mirror, Diana got up to throw 

open the window curtains to let more fresh air into the room. The view– no 

magic involved– was of sea grass, boulders and sand, with the ocean a short 

walk away. Across a narrow strait lay a mountainous, verdant coast: Paradise 

Island. She gazed at it with a troubled expression.

Micah had a few more tweaks to give his  collar.  “How’re  Paco and the 

ambassador? And the others? I haven’t seen them in a few days.”

“Tekla has returned to the embassy,” Diana assured him without turning. 

“Mother ordered her to take a vacation, though she can advise and oversee a 

little. She is to rest as much as possible. Her best friend, Nyrese, has joined us 

to make sure of that, and she’ll also bully the others who are still recuperating 

into doing the same. Marita is assuming the majority of Tekla’s duties for the 

nonce.  I  got  Tekla  tickets  to  some  plays  and  concerts.  She  does  love  the 

theater. She loves…”

With a groan Diana twisted the curtains to bury her face within them. Then 

she  broke  into  sobs.  Her  shoulders  heaved,  and  she  dropped to  her  knees, 

pulling the curtain around to hide herself.

“Diana! Di!” Micah rushed to her and knelt.  He hugged her through the 

curtains. “Diana,” he said softly. “What is it? What brought this on?”

She wouldn’t look at him.

“Tell me.”

She gave a long, gasping snuffle. “I,” she managed, “I almost killed you. I 

thought for sure I had.”

The sobs broke out anew. “I should have practiced shooting,” one breath 

allowed her to say. “I was trying to fool him. Make him think I was hysterical. 



I got caught up in it. It hit me that I had to hurt you. That maybe–” again the 

storm of sobs broke out– “I might have to, to really k-kill you.”

“But you didn’t. Here I am.”

“But  I didn’t  know that!” A reddened blue eye  peeked out  at  him from 

behind the cloth. “I thought I’d just shoot closely, act crazy, and he’d jump out 

of  you.  But  he  didn’t.  And I  had  to… to  hurt you!  Shot  after  shot!”  She 

grabbed him hard by the shoulders and took him into a hug. “I’m so sorry! So 

sorrysorrysorry!”

“I know, I know. Not your fault, honey. Not your fault.”

“And even when I was trying to sham sounding more crazy,  I don’t kn-

know, but I started shaking. For real. All I could think of… This was Micah. 

Dearest Micah. B-but I had to s-stop Randolph. I couldn’t think of any other 

way. I had to!”

“Yes, you did. Honey, I was gone. He’d taken me over completely. But now 

I’m back, thanks to you.”

She stared at him. “I lost control. My shots went wild! I was trying– trying 

to shoot minor spots.  So he’d get scared. But I missed.  Twice at least.  Oh, 

Micah!”

Again she threw her arms around him, drenching his new collar with her 

tears.

Micah rocked her, shushing her. He reassured her with his words and his 

tone.  “I’m  fine  now.  All  thanks  to  you.  And  the  world  is  safe  from  the 

Magician. You did the right thing. I wasn’t expecting to wake up, not at all. 

But here I am, all healthy again. I’m fine. I’m fine, Di.”

Still she wept, though now her entire body didn’t shake with the effort.

“You’re  tired,” Micah told her.  “You need to rest.  Take a vacation.  Let 

someone else save the world for a while.”

“Vacation,” she murmured from his shoulder.

“Replenish the Wonder batteries. Find that Diana smile again. I’ll even let 

you meditate with me.”

She snuffled a few more times and then emerged from his shoulder with the 

watery beginnings of a smile. “You are so brave,” she told him.

“I do a great fake brave.”
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She nodded. “Can you ever forgive me?”

“Hey, I’m here. I’m alive. Better than before you made Swiss cheese outta 

me.”

Her face crumpled, but he quickly said, “Joke. Christ, I’m bad at making 

jokes.”

“No, you’re very good at jokes. I’m bad at getting them.”

“Yeah, you are, Spangles. We need to work on that. Along with getting you 

back to a shooting range.”

He dawdled in gathering the last of his things so that the red blotches on her 

face could clear, as well as her hiccups. They made small talk and she finally 

settled on updating him on the conditions of all  the Amazons he knew and 

some he hadn’t met yet. Everyone had survived the attack, with Bashira, the 

Bana Amazon who’d been guarding the outside of the embassy, still in hospital 

but expected to make a full recovery.

“Is Tekla still hairy?” Micah asked.

Diana sighed. “I’m afraid the bear had to expand some more.  But those 

areas will heal within six months or so, and then she can return to her regular 

healing schedule.”

“What’s taking so long?” They both turned to see Donna step through the 

large mirror that had been placed that morning in Micah’s room.

“We’re coming,” Diana told her. “I was just telling Micah that Tekla is very 

much in bear mode.”

“Paco  wanted  a  bear,  too,”  Donna  said.  She  hefted  Micah’s  duffle  and 

waved back his protest. She slung the filled luggage to her shoulder as if it 

weighed three ounces.

Amusement lit Diana’s features as they made their way to the mirror. “He 

was so disappointed that he didn’t require that kind of treatment.”

“Kid’s already got enough bear in him as it is,” Micah said. “He jumped in 

like a, like a…”

“Like a true Amazon. I told him so,” Diana said as she followed Donna and 

Micah through, into her office in the embassy. “Our cameras caught the whole 

thing.  It’s  an  honor  to  have  him  working  with  us.  Men  hold  such  lovely 

surprises.” She smiled at Micah, whose mouth twitched.



“I think he’s ready for some real  Amazon Training,” Donna put in. She 

plopped the duffle into a chair and gazed at her sister expectantly.

Diana considered.  “You’re  absolutely right.  It  would help his  morale  as 

well.”

“Try him,” Micah urged. “I bet it might speed up his healing.”

Diana  gave  him  a  glorious  smile.  “I  will.  I’ll  contact  Mother.  Maybe 

Philippis would like to take him through a few weeks of one-on-one training.”

“Oh no!” Donna wailed.

“She can temper her approach,” Diana added quickly.

“I’d like to meet Philippis. I’ve heard so much about her.” Micah was about 

to say more but someone knocked at the office door.

“Come.”

A young black man peeked around the door before opening it fully.

“Hey, you’re that guy,” Micah said.

“This is my new intern, Chaz Rider,” Diana told him. “He’s helping my 

staff while everyone recovers.”

“I  know who you are,” Chaz said to Micah.  “I  saw the full  tape of the 

attack. Dude!” Chaz wore business wear that had neither jacket nor tie. His 

collar was open, which might have contributed to his friendly grin at them all. 

He stepped aside to let people behind him enter.

A man in lapis blue spandex strode through the room’s open door: Dr. Fate, 

his golden cape swirling behind him. A crackling yellow glow emanated from 

the eyeholes of his full helmet. Then came two tall women in summery, draped 

dresses and black manacle bracelets. The platinum blonde one held the strap of 

a  leather  equipment  pack  close  to  her  side.  Clad  in  jeans  and  an  Oxford 

University  T-shirt  along with  the  bracelets,  scrawny young  Akila  followed 

them.

“It is done,” Fate intoned to them all.  Within the gold helmet,  his voice 

echoed in an unearthly manner. It took both hands to remove the helmet. He 

tucked it under one arm and used the other hand to riffle his blond hair. Then 

he pinched the bridge of his knifelike nose and scowled. “Dealing with techno-

magic can be a real pain, you know? Like an over-all brain freeze, but it goes 

right into the bone marrow.”



292 ·  CAROL A.  STRICKLAND

“Kent,” Diana said. She nodded to the Amazons. “Pythia. Danae. Akila. So 

all is well?”

“Not only well,” Pythia, the blonde, told her as she pointed her chin at Kent, 

“but Dr. Fate was kind enough to take his time and show us his process.”

Kent shrugged. “I think he was completely winging it,” he said. “And call 

me Kent, please. Fate is the helmet.”

“I saw the logic of it,” Pythia said. “An interesting approach. I think he 

needs to handle it in a more abstract way, though. Perhaps we can rig a Mother 

Box of our own at some point to act as a go-between. It’ll be tricky. You know 

that the only kind of magic we have mastered is mirror magic.”

“We’ve got techno-magic, too,” Akila protested. “I helped.”

“You’re doing amazing things with that,” Pythia assured her. “But even so, 

you must admit that we’re at the bare beginnings of that craft.”

“Plenty of time to learn and master it,” the other, an eastern-Asian-looking 

woman, told the teenager. “Give us another century or so. Maybe less.”

Kent sighed. “Fate is not at all well-versed in techno-magicks, Akila,” he 

said.  “I  think  he’d  like  to  stand  over  your  shoulder  during  some  of  your 

experiments– right after I take some more computer courses.”

Akila beamed up at him. “You name the time; I’ll arrange it.”

Kent  turned  to  Diana.  “Because  of  our  ignorance  we  couldn’t  blatantly 

counter the techno-magic, but we could ease the flow of the universe, remind it 

of its past and reset things to approximately what they were. I think as of today 

we got the last of the effects dealt with as best we can. It will be a bump in the 

road, but not the full-blown collapse of civilization. Many people affected will 

have recent printouts and other records they can use to check against.”

“But many won’t,” Diana said. “Well. We can only do what we can. I’ll 

write some news releases to update everyone. What can you tell me about our 

frog?”

“Ah, Frog-Warrior-Sleeps.” Kent nodded. “Quite a find there.”

“What,  are we talking about Mitch?” Micah asked. The others turned to 

him. “You know. Michigan J. Frog.”



Kent looked confused before he began to laugh. “I haven’t seen that one in 

years!  Oh, that’s  a good one.  Frog-Warrior-Sleeps.  ‘Hello,  my baby…’” He 

added a kick to his rendition while waving Fate’s helmet like a top hat.

“He won’t get mad because I called him that, will he?” Micah asked.

“Heh, I don’t think he’s conscious of anything now. He’ll come alive at the 

next  emergency he deems worthy of his  attention.  Diana,  it  should be safe 

enough to return him to his home. He needs to be relatively free to go where 

and when he’s needed.”

Diana looked amused as well. “Is there any way to give him our thanks?”

“I believe he knows. Although you might tell him that. It’s possible he can 

hear such things.”

“I will tell him,” Diana solemnly said.

“Let me add mine to yours,” Micah said.

Kent’s  humor faded and he shook his  head.  “Asquith  Randolph.  Who’d 

have thought? I knew him when.”

“When was when?” Donna pulled a chair forward for the mage, and he took 

it.

“Great-granddad met  him during World War II.  The helmet  remembers. 

Randolph helped the home front in small ways. Now I wonder if he couldn’t 

have  used  his  power  for  bigger  things.  Likely  he  was  playing  possum, 

especially  in  front  of  the  helmet.”  He  shook  his  head  again.  “Completely 

fooled Fate. Amazing.”

“Thank you for cleaning up the mess. You too, Akila,” Diana said. “Despite 

our stopping Randolph, the world economy might be collapsed but for you.”

Kent bowed his head. Akila jounced in place at the praise.

Pythia held up something for the princesses and Micah to see. “We checked 

out the Coin of Power.”

“A clever ruse,” Kent said. “He used many ordinary coins to cover up the 

theft of the few he was truly after.”

“Three magic  coins  fully  focused  his  consciousness  as  a  digital  entity,” 

Pythia said. “I don’t believe he was completely sentient before he found those. 

The final Coin of Power gave him a sense of humanity when he was merely 

bits.  I  think  it  also  was  what  gave  him  the  ability  to  incorporate  his 
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consciousness within a living being.” Her hand closed upon it. “We will take 

this home with us for safekeeping. It’s lost much of its potential, but there’s a 

danger it might be charged again. Danae?”

The brunette  with the  short-cropped hair  wiggled her  fingers  and stage-

magicked a coin.  “We made a  non-magical  duplicate,” she told them.  “It’s 

exact  enough  to  display  as  a  historical  curiosity.  Even  experts  will  never 

know.”

Diana  took  it  from  her.  “I’ll  return  it  to  the  museum.  Donna  and  I 

discovered  three  computer  backups  that  Randolph  had  made  of  himself. 

Without the coins, they were only data.”

“And now they’re destroyed,” Donna informed the group. “Down to the last 

bit of information.”

Diana sighed. “Peyton Jefferson, who turns out to be Randolph’s second 

cousin a number of times removed…”

“Or something like that,” Donna added.

“He’s going to jail for allowing Randolph to use his company’s servers to, 

ah, gestate in. He seemed to have been the only one involved, probably so he 

could reap a larger reward once Randolph–”

“Conquered the world,” Micah put in.

Diana blew out a breath. “He came close,” she said.

They made  small  talk  for  a  while  before  the  group of  Amazons  bowed 

slightly to their princesses and Micah, and then left through the mirror.

“Someone needs to watch that girl,” Kent told Diana in a low voice when 

they had gone. “She could turn.”

Diana  shook her  head.  “Have  faith,  Kent.  Akila’s  road  has  its  ups  and 

downs, but  she’s traveling in the right  direction. She’s facing the questions 

every teenager struggles through now, but she’ll grow to be a notable woman.”

“If you say so. I’ll try to look in on her myself every now and then.”

“Not to preach.”

He chuckled. “I’ll bring Inza. She punches me in the arm when I get on my 

high  horse.”  He  rubbed his  left  shoulder  as  if  recalling such  a  time.  “I’ve 

strengthened the wards here, and included some I hope will filter out techno-

magicks, though I don’t guarantee that.”



“Thanks, Kent. We’ll see about getting you a cell phone that’ll work in all 

those dimensions you travel.”

He gave her an abashed look and then with a nod and swoop of his free 

arm, vanished.

Donna stretched in her chair. “I still have a semi-reformed crook to catch. 

And to yell at. I’ve tracked him to Rio.”

“I’m beginning to suspect he might truly be infatuated with you,  Donna. 

Don’t break his heart as you do it.”

Donna chuckled as she got to her feet. “I will make it very clear that he’s 

put himself on the wrong side of the law too many times to be on my short 

list.”

“Though he did try this time,” Diana said. “If you work with him, I think 

you’ll be surprised at how he turns out.”

“No.” Donna’s face clouded. “If I’m the one to try to reform him he’ll get 

the wrong idea. I would never do that to anyone.”

“And not to Angelo especially?”

“Not especially.” Donna flashed a small smile.  “There’s zero spark there 

from my side of the fence. I’ll catch him. I’ll take him to jail. But no, you’re 

the one who’ll have to deal with our Mr. Bend, Di. That is, unless our Mr. 

Rains objects?” She turned to Micah expectantly.

“Why would I do that? Personally, I prefer he be shot where it might hurt a 

little. Pain is a quick teacher.”

Diana crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll ready the branding irons and 

thumbscrews.”

“Good,” Donna said. She checked her chiming cell and then held it to her 

ear. “Loren? I’m so glad you finally got through. Yes, things have certainly 

been mixed up lately, haven’t they? I’m sure your people have told you that the 

signal from the car– Oh, they have? Yes, I’m afraid Baby’s totaled. So sorry. 

Diana gets her hands on things and kapow, I know. You should have a talk 

with  her.  She’d  love  to  explain  things.  Maybe  at  dinner  sometime?  I  can 

arrange it. Oh? No, she’d really like to– Oh, you do? Well, I’ll leave you to 

handle that. Bye.”
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She rolled her eyes as she tucked the phone into her disappearing pocket. 

“That man is such a chicken about some things. Even though he can run ten top 

corporations with his eyes closed, he’s terrified and fascinated by you, Diana. 

And he just fibbed to say an emergency had come up. No imagination!”

“You lied about me!”

Donna shrugged. “So you can tell him at dinner. Make it someplace dark 

and romantic.” She glared at Micah. “I mean, since no one else is going to take 

you out to dinner, Loren might as well.”

“Goodbye, Donna.”

“Going somewhere?”

“Your vacation is up soon, isn’t it?”

“I still  have a week left. Maybe more,  after I’ve been helping you these 

weeks.  I’ve  earned  it.”  She  gave  her  sister  an  up-and-down perusal.  “You 

should take a vacation, too.”

“Oh, I forgot,” Diana said casually. “Mother wanted to talk with you about 

something. I believe it was a fairly important matter. She requested– I suppose 

it was a command– that you check in asap.”

“And you’re  only now telling me  this?” Donna’s  look at  her  sister  was 

puzzled before she leaped to her feet and trotted to the mirror. “I’m on my way. 

Bye, Micah!”

Micah stared at the figure being swallowed by the glass. He’d never get 

used to that. When he turned back, Diana was closing her office door. Yet she 

said, “You’ll be off to Boston, I assume.”

He shrugged. “Maybe. I think I might need time to, well, switch gears.”

“You’re off the clock now. My office will give you a check– with a large 

bonus– before you leave, and of course if there are any follow-up medical bills, 

we’ll handle those. This will allow you that time and then some.”

 “I forgot about my pay. Funny, isn’t it, after all this plotting about money? 

Well.” He shoved his hands into his pants pockets and stared at the wall. “As 

long as I’m here in DC, maybe I could take a day or two to see the sights. I 

haven’t had time to gawk lately. What’s a good fancy hotel around here?”



Diana smiled to herself.  “You’re welcome to use the Lavender Room as 

long as you wish,” she said. “But I can see wanting something different. I’ve 

heard of some very nice places in the area to stay.”

She  was  up  to  something.  Micah  couldn’t  figure  out  what  yet.  “I’d 

appreciate any suggestions,” he said.

She sidled up to him. Her movements were almost hypnotic, and he recalled 

a belly dance in London.

She told him, “I’ve been offered the chance to take some behind-the-scenes 

tours of the city, but haven’t been able to accept them yet. Would you like that? 

I could bring you as a guest.”

“Ah, yeah. That’d be great.”  Think pure thoughts, Rains, he told himself. 

Picture her on that pedestal. But he couldn’t. Here she was beside him, warm 

and wondrously Diana.

“And if I could remind you…” Without prelude, Diana ran her hands up his 

arms before leaning in to kiss him.

The surprise caught him for a moment before he returned it. He reached out 

to draw her closer to him, and she let herself be drawn.

When they broke, she said, “I’m one of the sights of Washington, too.”

“I’ve noticed. I’ve always noticed.”

“I’ve noticed you as well.” Cautiously, she touched and then ran her fingers 

through his hair. Her lips spread in satisfaction, and her gaze moved from his 

hair to his eyes.

Come with me for an adventure, that gaze told him.

Micah’s amazed look crinkled into deviltry. “So this means what I think it 

does?”

“I wanted to give you a clue. You’re very good with clues.”

“It’s my profession, Di. You’re good at yours, and I’m terrific at– You’re 

not going to run off to be Wonder Woman during this, are you?”

“At  this  very  moment  Donna  is  receiving  a  directive  to  assume  that 

responsibility until I determine I’m fit for duty again.”

“Huh.  We’ll  have  to  work  on  getting  you  all  relaxed.”  Micah  nuzzled 

Diana’s neck.

She cooed softly. “It may take a while. Just one thing.”



298 ·  CAROL A.  STRICKLAND

“What’s that?”

“Not a word of this to my sister.”

***



My thanks:
To Will Morgan and Steven Wilber, who read a very preliminary draft of 

this book ages ago. Will corrected me as to a few Britishisms that it contained 

at the time.  Any problems in that area that came after his  read-through are 

entirely my fault.

William Moulton Marston begat Wonder Woman, along with input from 

Elizabeth Holloway Marston, Olive Byrne, and artist H. G. Peter. All hail!

Donna  Troy  evolved  from  a  character  developed  by  Kanigher  and 

Andru/Esposito. (WW first volume, #123 was her first true appearance. Don’t 

argue with me about that.) The White Magician was conceived by Messner-

Loebs and Dennis  & Johnson/Parks.  Micah Rains  was a  Messner-Loebs & 

Moder/Parks creation. Angle Man was Kanigher & Peter’s baby (though way 

back then he had a different civilian name), but I’m using the only interesting 

version of him, which was developed by Jimenez.

Through the years the people whose stories and art have influenced my love 

for the character the most were Robert Kanigher (no, really), Mike Sekowsky, 

George Perez, Phil Jimenez (who came up with the line about Europeans that I 
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thought was the funniest thing I’ve ever heard, though it wasn’t meant to be), 

William Messner-Loebs (so many of his characters and concepts are here; his 

is a most under-appreciated run), and Gail Simone. By far this doesn’t include 

everyone and leaves out people like John Byrne and Greg Rucka, who along 

with Kanigher gave us some great mirror tricks that I bound together for the 

greater Wonder good.

Sekowsky/Giordano, Andru/Esposito, Perez, Jimenez, Trina Robbins, Nick 

Cardy,  Bruce Timm, Darwyn Cooke, Brian Bolland, and Aaron Lopresti are 

just a few of the amazing artists who have drawn Wondie with respect and 

magic. I have left out MANY names, but this book has gone on long enough.

To all of these, my grateful thanks for a WONDERful ride!

A note to readers before considering “mistakes” in this book: Not only does 

this  book depict  an  amalgam of  what  I  consider  the  definitive  (or  at  least 

cohesive) Wondie, but I’ve also taken the liberty of correcting some spelling 

one  finds  in  the  comics.  Thus  Themyscira  became  Themiscyra;  Philippus 

became Philippis, and so on. Ahhh. I feel better for doing that.

IF YOU ENJOYED THIS BOOK, remember that you read it for FREE. I 

have a LEGAL book, containing everything you need to know about Wonder 

Woman, that you can legally PURCHASE for a very reasonable price. Find out 

more here: http://www.carolastrickland.com/fiction/panties.html

http://www.carolastrickland.com/fiction/panties.html
http://www.carolastrickland.com/fiction/panties.html

