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Chapter 1

The night was bright—cool and bright, the full moon just high enough over the tree line that it shined bright on the Vermont countryside that lay before me.  I had mixed feelings about all that light and beauty.
On the one hand, it made it easier for me to see, and it would only get brighter as the moon rose higher.  On the other hand, it made it easier for them to see me.  But then, they didn’t even really need the moon for that, now did they? 
I checked the luminous digital readout on my watch, noting a full minute had already elapsed.  A lot of kids ask about my watch, seeing as everyone now days just reads the time off their phones or, if they do wear one, it’s always some kind of iWatch or Android equivalent.  But my Suunto digital has everything I need and nothing I don’t want.  Time, compass, and altimeter are all that’s necessary.  Maybe it’s the deep scratches on the tough plastic wristband that people notice—the ones that were carved into it when my father wore it for the final time.  That’s the other part, the sentimental part, the oath to my father part.
The trail ahead of me was well worn by countless Vermont hikers, but still rugged with rocks and roots that hid in the shadows cast by the moon.  I moved carefully but as quickly as I could.  Time management was a huge concern.  Get as far as I could while still guarding against mechanical injury.  A twisted ankle now would be catastrophic.
Another glance showed that another minute and a half was gone, half my time.  I picked up the pace but kept my steps short and quick to avoid tripping or sliding as the trail began to descend into a gully.  I pushed quickly over the little footbridge that crossed the creek at the bottom and then began to take bigger steps to climb the far side of the ravine.
At the top of the far ridge, I checked my watch once more.  Four minutes down and I had only traveled about a quarter mile.  Nowhere near far enough.  Time was running out.  The trail leveled out and I knew I had a hundred yards or so of smooth, relatively flat going, so I picked up into a full jog.
Suddenly, a sound lifted into the night air, a howl that rose in volume as it rang through the clear night, the hair on my neck raising along with it.  The gut-wrenching, bowel-loosening cry of a hunting werewolf.  Immediately, three more voices rose to match it.
Time was up, but my hurried pace paid off as I arrived at my first waypoint, the little bend in the trail where the path turned from northbound to northeast.  Instead of following the turn, I went straight, right off the beaten path and into the thick Vermont woods.
I know what you’re thinking: Mack, you can’t outrun werewolves on a beaten trail; how are you going to fare in heavy brush?
But I had my reasons—after all, I had plotted this route for the past week in preparation.  First, the trail turned, which meant I wouldn’t really be moving farther away from my pursuers, who would simply ignore the trail altogether and run straight through the forest.  Second, it took its little turn for the simple reason that another ravine was immediately ahead, this one much deeper, the sides much steeper.
I could feel the drop-off approaching and I paused to flash a little red LED light at the trees on the edge of the cliff.  Two little dots of red lit up to my right, like the eyes of some night going critter.  Only, no other critters were stupid enough to be moving about when werewolves were hunting.  Just me.
The hunter’s reflector push pins led me to the spot I was looking for and without hesitation, I turned my back to the gully and found the footholds and handholds I had carefully scouted a week ago.
My heart lurched a little as a loose rock slipped from under my right hand, but the left hand held to a small, tough sapling and both feet were set in solid toeholds.  I took a second to find the next part of the path, remembering the old mantra Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.
This ravine was a solid fifty-five feet below the trail I had left, so they wouldn’t just jump down it.  Even weres can break a leg, and the time it would take to heal would be totally in my favor.
I heard another set of howls as I reached the bottom.  The first voice told the others that he was still on my scent trail, the answering calls placing each of the pack as they spread wide to flush me out.
The creek in this drainage ravine was at least twice as wide as the first ravine and averaged about a foot deep of water over most of its course.  I stepped carefully into the streambed and began walking west, following the flow of water.  Up top, the wind was blowing from the west, but here in the river bottom, the cooling night air was descending the cliff walls and then flowing downhill with the stream.
Canines track scent through both individual prey odors and the environmental odors released as that prey moves through the world.  Walking in a stream isn’t as useful as the movies make it appear, as tiny packets of chemicals from my skin, hair, and clothes were now floating on the surface of the water.  Had any wolf stepped downstream from me, they would have caught my scent coming right at them, the same way the wind would carry it.
But I had planned for this, and now, because of thermal mechanics, my scent was moving on water and air in the opposite direction of my hunters.  And since they were sampling the west-blowing wind, I was hoping they would assume I couldn’t be moving west because they weren’t picking up my smell.
The chorus of howls came again, a note of puzzlement and frustration clear in their tones.  I let myself grin for a moment but then all good things must come to an end.  My little swale of security suddenly opened out into a much more open and soggy marsh that fully exposed me to that traitorous wind that blew from New York, across Lake Champlain, and then across Vermont.  Thirty feet into swamp and my blissful cover was blown.
A high-pitched howl erupted in the night, and I knew that one of the ladies had caught my scent.
The hunting wolves still needed to descend from above and I needed to slog through the marsh to dry ground.  Again, prior planning paid off.  My path through the wetlands was laid out in a path of reflective push pins and twist ties that shined red in the beam of my small LED, allowing me to move, if not faster than my four-legged pursuers, then at least somewhat close to their speed.
Stumbling a bit as I reached drier land, I stepped up into a coniferous forest and immediately turned north.  Sixty feet along, I popped out onto an old logging road that allowed me to pick up into a full jog.
The ongoing calls told me that the wolves were almost down off the ridgeline and would soon hit the swamp.  Their perfectly evolved forms would make short work of the bog, so I had to move fast.  As I ran, I reached into the pocket of my jacket and pulled out a spool of trip wire with a tiny carabiner fastened to the end.  My target was just ahead, a massive old pine tree that would take four adults holding hands to ring its circumference.  Twenty feet from the tree, I stopped and whipped the trip line around a small spruce, fastening the ’biner to the line itself, then stringing it across the road at about eighteen inches high.  I wound the line around another tree, the line being premeasured to have just the perfect amount to reach that particular tree.  From another pocket, I pulled a canister of bear spray, complete with a Velcro strap glued to its outer surface.  I strapped the spray to the tree, attached the end of the trip cord, and then raced to climb the tree itself.  Howls sounded again, so close and so loud that the primitive part of my brain threatened full-on panic.
I was just eighteen feet up when the first wolf burst out of the swamp and tore down the road toward me. 
A big male, and I recognized his silver-gray fur.  Colin, the new kid, trying to make a name for himself in the school pack. 
Wait. What’s this?  You wonder that I knew who my attacker was, and what’s this about a school pack?  Let me pause the action to introduce myself.  My name is Mack Sutton and I attend a small, exclusive college in Burlington, Vermont—College Arcane.
My dormmates are witches and werewolves, psychics and shifters, and tonight’s exercise was a regularly scheduled monthly event: Hunt Mack night.  It’s a rotating event where one group or another gets to run little old me to the ground.  Sometimes it’s the witches, sometimes the clairvoyants and telekinetic kids, and sometimes, like tonight, it’s the weres.




Chapter 2

Colin raced for my tree, hit the trip line, and took the full canister of pepper spray right in the snout.
His forward momentum rolled him as he reflexively ducked his nose away from the burning cloud, and he went ass over ears to collapse in a pile on the ground.  Behind him, the other wolves were approaching, but they had hunted me many times before and knew I was a shifty bastard.  None of them were foolish enough to charge blindly ahead.
Pepper spray bothers werewolves, but not for long.  Enraged, the young wolf bounded to his feet, swiping at his eyes with his paws as he growled his fury at me.
“Hey now, Colin; you knew the rules.  You’re being a bit of a bad sport here,” I said, sitting on a tree limb and holding my Byrna HD Personal Security device.  It looks like a chunky pistol, and it shoots rubber balls and pepper spray balls using compressed gas.  It’s my school-approved stand-in for a silver bullet firing handgun.
Colin raced at the tree and tried to run right up the damned trunk.  The kid was clearly out of control.
“Dude, you lost.  Get over it already,” I said, frowning down at him.
Two more wolves appeared on the logging road but were still far away.  Now was the time I wished they would hurry up and get here before old Colin did something regrettable. 
His claws scrabbled on the trunk, tearing off huge chunks of bark, but he still managed to climb a bit higher, his jaws snapping in rage.
I dropped my non-lethal, school-approved training weapon into my pocket and shoved my gun hand under my tactical jacket.  My undershirt had built-in holsters and with my hand on the butt of my Sig P365, I felt slightly better.
I know what you’re thinking… Sig?  Where’s your trademark Glock, Mack?  Listen, Caeco Jensen knows more about weapons than I ever will.  She turned my sister, Jetta, onto the little P365 micro 9mm and the infection has since spread to me.  Not my fault.
“Colin, are you a moron?” Clary Singer asked from her position twenty feet from the tree.  She no longer wore fur but was standing buck naked, staring at the rabid wolf who was now only ten feet below me, his yellow eyes focused like lasers.
“This is a training exercise and a game,” she said.  “You lost.  Now get out of that tree and Change before Sutton shoots you in the head with a real silver bullet.”
She knew me too well.
Clary is the daughter of two Alphas, and her brother is an Alpha, so it shouldn’t surprise anyone that she has some serious Alpha traits when she’s pissed off.  It’s just that she’s so easygoing normally that everyone forgets.  In fact, she’s so chill that most people forget she’s even a werewolf at all.
Colin stopped scrabbling at the bark and bounded back down to the base of the tree, falling on the ground as his bones popped and shifted, his muscles writhing under rapidly diminishing fur.
By now, the entire hunting party was back to human form, just a bunch of abnormally fit young college kids standing around entirely naked.  Another Saturday night in a college town, really.
“He cheated.  He fucking cheated,” were the first words out of Colin’s mouth when he was able to sit up and talk.
“How?” another wolf, Tyler, asked.
“He had a booby trap thing, and he obviously knew the area,” Colin said.
“You were there when we explained this.  I know you were because you nodded and agreed,” Clary said.  “Of course he cheated.  He’s a human, you moron.  We gave him a five-minute head start and he has to avoid us for a minimum of fifteen minutes and get to a somewhat secure position.  He also gets to pick the area and set up booby traps.  Five minutes, Colin.  That’s it.  How many times did each of us tell you not to lose your head? I specifically recall Tyler telling you that he’s a crafty devil with more tricks than a Vegas hooker—his words, not mine.”
“He pepper sprayed me,” Colin whined.
“No, you pepper sprayed you,” Keitan, Clary’s boyfriend, said, “by running headlong into his trap.  Not even his best work.”
“Fair,” I said.  “Not like that skunk scent bomb two months ago.”
“Or that tiger pit of cow manure last fall,” Clary said.  “Good old Manure Mack, getting back at the witches.”
Not my favorite nickname, but I was just glad the new wolf had stopped trying to bite my leg off.  I released my gun, straightened out my jacket, and climbed down the tree.
“Like a monkey,” Colin said, glaring at me.
“Well, you’re half monkey too,” I said, which caused him to bristle.
“Jesus, Mack, try and control your mouth,” Clary said, frowning at me.  “He’s still pissed off.  If he punches you, it could really ruin your weekend.”
I almost said he was welcome to try but bit my tongue at the last minute.  The personal body shield that Declan and I had created was still top secret and my buddy would kill me if I let the cat outta the bag.  A portable magical shield, powered by a magic talisman, that would work for virtually anyone.  The world would go nuts.
“What the hell’s going on?” a stern male voice demanded.
“Colin learned not to run headlong into Mack’s kill zone, Mr.  Jenks,” Darla, the only other female wolf in tonight’s group, offered.
“Hah, what was it?  Pressure switch?” Jenks asked.
“No sir.  Just bear spray on a trip wire,” Darla answered.
“So mundane,” Jenks said.  “So not like you, Mack?”
“Not my best work sir, but I was feeling the pressure,” I said.  “He was right on my ass.”
Sometimes you gotta throw the wolf a bone.  Colin looked slightly mollified.
“Well, good hustle, Colin. Just piss-poor situational awareness at the kill.  What would you have substituted for pepper spray, Mack?”
“Colloidal silver, pressurized,” I answered.  Had three of those in my Chevy pickup behind the back seat.
“Ouch,” Jenks said, shaking his head.  “You’re a nasty kid, Sutton.  Almost as bad as that vampire girl that attended Arcane at the very beginning for like five minutes.”
“Katrina? She’s over a hundred and fifty years old, maybe one-seventy,” I said.  “I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.”
“Alright, well, the Sutton hunt is over, so any wolves that want to run around some more had better get going.  The bus back to Arcane leaves in forty-five minutes.  Here’s the snacks for all of you and clothes for anyone not wolfing out.”
He tossed a backpack at Colin and the kid caught it with wolfish reflexes.  The rest suddenly surrounded him in a mass of naked flesh that none of them paid any attention to.  I gathered up my trip wire and empty bear spray, wearing rubber gloves and putting the whole thing into a big self-sealing freezer bag to contain the capsicum residue.
“I hope we haven’t seen your peak, Mack,” Mr.  Jenks chided.
Declan hates the man, and I’ll admit he’s got a cruel streak, but Jetta and I have always gotten along with him.
“Had a couple of papers due, so I didn’t put as much prep time in as I usually do.  I’ve already got ideas for next time.”
“Glad to hear it,” he said, turning back toward the bus.  “There’s an MMA fight on in sixteen minutes and I’ve got my iPad in the bus.  You coming?”
Let’s see… wander in the woods with hunting werewolves, one who was mad at me, or watch a fight in a heated bus while a werewolf combat instructor gave expert commentary.  Hmm, no contest.
“Yup.  Do we have more snacks?”
He snorted without turning around.  He had the same metabolism as the rest of them, so my question was perhaps the stupidest I’ve ever asked.  I followed the teacher while behind us, the howl of the werewolf rang through the darkness.




Chapter 3

“Well?” Tami asked as we walked into Arcane.  She was seated with five or six people in the common lounge, most of them witches, but a couple of psychic kids were hanging around too.  Across the hall at the vending machine, a pair of weres were using debit cards to clean out the Doritos.  Justin, a were bear, and Kissa, a were cougar, stopped chewing to listen in.
“Fourteen minutes, twenty-three seconds,” I said.
A couple of new witches high-fived like they won the pool.
“You’re smiling, so there must be a catch,” Zuzanna said, squeezing in an eye roll at the celebrators.
“There was no catch because Colin, who got there first, ran afoul of a Mack Flack Attack,” Clary said.  “The rest of the time ran out while he rolled on the ground with a nose full of bear spray.”
“What?” Tersa, one of the hand slappers, asked in stunned disbelief.
“Bear spray?” Britta asked, also astounded, but for a different reason.  “Not a trip wire, though, right?”
Colin walked past the whole lounge, face red, staring straight ahead as he moved to the stairs.
“No, dude, not a trip wire?  Really?” Justin asked, but the new kid was gone.
“What kept the rest of you?” Tami asked.
“First a fifty-foot cliff, straight down, then a tricky crosscurrent of airflow,” Matthew said.
“The rules state he’s not allowed to use magic,” the new witch, Tersa, protested.
“He didn’t,” Mr. Jenks said as he came through the door last.  “He used something new and exciting called thermodynamics.  You know… hot air rises and cold air falls.”
“Ha,” Tami said, the noise something that might almost be called a laugh.  Or a bark of warning; hard to tell with her.  “Pay up, beotches,” she said to the new girls, who were both glaring at me but switched their displeasure to her.  “Oh, please.  By all means, come at me,” Tami said.
Of the original witches who had started at College Arcane, Tami had learned the most from Declan about borrowing power from other sources.  She might sound a little cocky, but I had no doubt she would wipe the floor with both girls if they started slinging spells.
“There will be none of that,” Jenks said as he marched past.  It was more obligatory warning from an authority figure than actual reprimand.  Minor magical conflicts tended to be overlooked unless someone got hurt.
“New bet,” Britta said to Zuzanna, glancing between Tami and the other two.
“Nope,” Zuzanna said, then turned to me.  “We’re up next month, Macky boy.  Better up your game from a bullshit trip wire.”
It might be hard to fathom, but the witch pack pressed me much harder than any of the werewolves ever did.  I mean, Jetta and I did hunt down and kill off the pack that murdered our parents, so I have lots of firsthand experience with wolves, but it was also due to the massive adaptability of magic.  A well-trained witch was way more dangerous than a CIA assassin.  Magical traps, tracking spells that used the victim’s own DNA, and an ability to manipulate reality limited only by personal power and imagination.  I spent way more time preparing for the witches than any other group.
“And we do get to use magic, right?” Tersa said as she handed over a small roll of cash to Tami.
“Yes, but you have to play nice,” I replied.
The other losing witch scoffed.  “As if,” she said.  I think her name was Veronica or Vicky, maybe.  She looked more like a Veronica: long dark hair, dark eyes, long legs.
“No, moron,” Tami said.  “He means it.  His warded amulet is tweaked during hunts, but it’ll bounce back nasty stuff as fast as you throw it.  Did you somehow forget who he is buddies with?”
She had.  It was clear by her sudden embarrassed expression that she had completely forgotten.  I smiled at her, a real smile, then waved as I headed up to my room.  Best friend with the most powerful witch on the planet or not, it doesn’t pay to make enemies of other witches.  She was also hot as hell.  Shallow, right?  Well, there I am.
When I got to my room, I went through the process of unlocking it, which hardly involves the actual lock but requires dropping the heavy-duty wards on the doorframe.  Declan had schematics of the warding he’d put in place; truth be told, he made me draw them out so that I could understand.  And I did—understand.  I might not have a magical bone in my body, but I was rapidly becoming, if not an expert, then thoroughly versed in magic theory.  That’s what happens when your ex-roomie is the first witch ever to be selected as Earth’s Steward.
I say ex-roomie because while he does come back pretty regularly, it’s more as a visiting instructor who stays in a guest suite with his girlfriend rather than slum in a dorm room.  That said, my room is pretty dope.  On top of the ward structure that armors the walls, ceiling, floor, windows, and door like a bomb shelter, it is a corner unit, and appointed with the best stuff I could cram into it.  A double room as a single, it had a queen bed, a couch, two desks, and a big screen television that tuned in every channel and streaming service available to the super AI that runs the world.
“Hi, Omega.  How’s it going?”  I asked as I raised the wards again.
“As you are no doubt asking simply by way of greeting, I will respond that I am living the dream,” the television said to me. 
“Nice, O,” I said.  “That reply combines mild snark with positive imagery.  Well done.”
“Thank you, Mack.  The footage from tonight’s hunt is loaded on your tablet for review at your convenience.”
“Thanks.  I think I’ll take a hot shower first.  Wet feet and pine bark in places it shouldn’t be.  How’s the happy couple?”
“Father is currently annoyed with humanity in general and about half of the United Nations in particular.  He and Stacia are watching a movie for distraction.”
“Yeah, I can’t help him with the government types, but if he wants an update on Arcane happenings, I might be able to distract him some more.”
“They watched your hunt from my drone’s live feed, and he was amused by the new wolf’s carelessness.  He opined that the witches wouldn’t go so easy on you.”
“Yeah, I might need to bounce a few ideas off him.  Also, I’ll have another batch of amulets for him to mojo by next weekend.”
“That is excellent.  I have been fielding emails from a half dozen organizations who wish to purchase as many as you can produce.”
I gathered my towel, set my wet boots on the radiator to dry, and headed to the showers.
When I visit other friends from the wider university where we Arcane students take most of our regular classes, they usually complain about sharing a bathroom with others.  The number one issue is the slovenliness of college students, both males and females.  I’ll agree that sharing is hard, but at Arcane it’s because the weres absolutely hate a messy bathroom.  Something to do with having an incredible sense of smell, I think.  So the hard part is the militant way they police the common areas, and the facilities in particular.  Downright violent.  Now, their dorm rooms are another matter altogether: nests of dirty clothes strewn most everywhere.
I showered, making sure to not leave a mess behind, because I’d already been tracked by scent once today, dressed in sweats, and headed back to study business finance.
One of the witches was leaning against the wall beside my door.  The dark-haired one.
Feeling brave, I took a chance.  “What’s up, Veronica?” 
She smiled when I said her name.  “Um, I just wanted to apologize for what I said earlier.”
“You didn’t really say anything worthy of an apology,” I said back, trying to remember what she had said.
“This place is more competitive than I imagined it would be,” she said.  “I may have let my need to win overpower my good manners.  My mom would be pissed.”
“Not sure that you did.  This whole hunt down non-magical me thing has gotten pretty…”
“Cutthroat?” she supplied.
“I hope not.  I was going to say intense.”
“How?  How can you consistently beat teams of werewolves and witches?”
“Well, it’s one or the other… I haven’t faced a combined team of both yet, so that might be my undoing.”
Her return smile was sly—and pretty as hell.  Warning flags went off when I thought of Hell.  Easy there, Momma Sutton’s boy.  Fooled once by a pretty face but never again.
“You do realize that I’m going to bring that idea up, right?”
“Well, it has come up, but it pisses everyone off that they’d have to go to such extremes,” I said back.
“How is that even possible?  You can’t use magic and you don’t have superhuman strength or speed.”
“I can’t generate magic,” I said.  “I can use it just fine, as long as I have a source.”
“See, I have a hard time thinking that you could do something about this,” she said, holding a ball of water in her right hand.
“Ah, you might wanna be careful with that.  You’re almost leaning on my wards, and they won’t like that for…”
A short snap was accompanied by a sharp flash of electric blue and she yelped, the water splashing out as she shook her hand.
Her expression was sheer bewilderment.
“I helped design my wards, but they were installed by Declan, who is almost never here and is pretty much as good as married, probably better than, in fact.”
“Please.  As if we don’t all know that.  Every witch who has been here for more than a month says the same thing,” she said, blowing on her hand, which looked a little red.
“Then why does every Circle in the country keep sending witches who look like you to College Arcane?” I asked.
“Aww, that’s sweet,” she said, then her smile vanished.  “We come here to learn from him when he shows up, and his aunt, who is world-class.  The competition to earn a spot is fierce, so we have to fight to get here.”
“And not a single average-looking girl in the whole lot of you,” I said.
“Because our Circles still dare to hope,” she answered.
“Well, as far as learning goes, this is the kind of school that can teach a nonwitch to use magic,” I said, unlocking the wards on my door.  “But no apology needed.  It’s all good and I look forward to running from you and the others as fast and far as my feet can take me.”
She smiled again and this time, it seemed like she really meant it.  “It’ll be fun to run you into the ground, Mack Sutton.  You’ll need all the luck you can get,” she said, turning and sauntering away.  A couple of wolves came out of the stairwell as she entered it, and they raised eyebrows at me as soon as they were past her.  I smiled back and headed inside to study.  Nothing like College Arcane anywhere.  Sometimes, I can’t believe my luck.




Chapter 4

I spied my sister ahead of me, walking with her new roommate Sierra toward the UVM campus.
Burlington, Vermont sits on the eastern banks of Lake Champlain, and the university resides atop the hillside that looks out over the vast lake and across to New York state.  Arcane inhabits a renovated commercial building down near the shore, so its students must either walk or drive up the long hill to attend their more mainstream classes.  I could have driven my gas free truck but decided at the last minute to walk on this beautiful day, a playlist of my current favorite songs playing in my Bluetooth earpieces.
The girls were about a hundred yards or so ahead of me and I could tell that they were chatting away as they climbed the steep hill.  Arcane students are almost universally in good physical shape due to Mr. Jenks’ three times a week survival class, as well as all the hill climbing that comes with being in Burlington.  Of course, werewolves like Sierra are generally in insane shape by virtue of the LV virus they are infected with.
College Arcane had experienced an immense surge in popularity among the supernatural communities, in no small part due to it being half sponsored by Demidova Incorporated.  There is also the fact that Earth’s Steward teaches there from time to time.
What had started as roughly forty students had grown to one hundred and twenty-six werewolves, witches, and psychics.  The Pine Street facility was pretty much at full capacity and there was talk of expanding to a bigger facility.  The result was that every room except for mine was at least a double.  Sierra had been placed with Jetta when Arcane’s director, Gina Velasquez, had figured correctly that putting a witch in with my sister would have created massive protests among the rest of the magically inclined student body. 
Jetta was my biological sister but, in many ways, she was also a de facto sister to Declan O’Carroll.  Putting a witch in her room would be seen as massively unfair in the eyes of every witch, witch parent, and witch Circle in the country.  She could access the Steward simply by asking the Omega AI if he was able to talk.  Declan would likely drop whatever he was doing—moving mountains, filling lakes, taming volcanos—if either Jetta or I called him.  Witches would and had killed for less.
So, she had a werewolf for a roomie.  Ironic.  Werewolves killed our parents and yet here we were, attending school with them, going out with them (in her case), and rooming with them.
Sierra Norton was the same age as my sister, eighteen, and a natural born werewolf.  Her wolf’s fur was the same blonde as her hair, and she seemed to be a middle-of-the-pack kind of wolf, not a submissive but yet not an Alpha like Clary.  And more important, she seemed to have bonded with Jetta.
The girls were chatting away as they easily climbed up College Street, and the day was sunny and warm, and I only glanced at them occasionally.  Sierra’s a cute girl, but she’s my sister’s age and her roomie and therefore so not on my radar.  Instead, I kept my situational awareness high as I walked, paying attention to everything and everyone.  I pride myself on being a quick learner—I only need to fall prey to one duchess of Hell in my life to learn a proper degree of caution.  There is also the fact that I’m best buddies with one of the most important people on the planet.  Kidnap me and you would have his full attention.  Most people understood that you didn’t want his full attention like that, but there were always a few who were either stupid or desperate or both.  Not that it would be easy to kidnap me, by the way.  I have more than a few surprises for anyone who tried.
But I noticed instantly when three people coming down the hill suddenly approached Jetta and Sierra.  They looked like either college seniors or even grad student age, two guys and a girl.  Something about their mannerisms and clothing gave me a foreign impression, maybe European, but it was their very direct and somewhat forceful body language that really set my alarms blaring.
Two pretty young girls, college freshmen no doubt, alone on a street in a college town might be a target for all kinds of creeps—cult recruiters, sex traffickers, drug dealers, or the absolute worst: credit card salespeople. 
“Omega?” I said in a quiet voice, my right hand reaching for my belt while my left touched one of the amulets at my neck.
“Your suspicious tone is fully warranted, Mack,” my earpieces said.  “Facial recognition does not match any area college student or faculty identification, state driver’s license records, or border patrol passport scans.  I assign an eighty-eight percent probability that they are sex traffickers.”
I relaxed, dropping my hands to my sides even as the three crowded closer to my sister and Sierra.  Omega’s words indicated that he had one or more of his drones near my sister and ordinary humans would fare poorly in an altercation with the two girls.
Jetta had killed multiple adult male werewolves at close quarters before she could legally drive a car.  Since then, she has been trained by both Jenks and her former roommate, Caeco Jensen, and was likely dripping with hidden knives and other weapons, not to mention wearing several Declan-created magical amulets.  And Sierra could rip a man’s arm out of the socket without breaking a sweat. 
The girls squared up with the three traffickers, my sister clearly taking the lead speaking role.  By now, I was just thirty yards away and closing quickly.  I saw all three potential assailants stiffen at something my sister said, then the female glanced over her shoulder and spotted me.
She said something and the two males glanced toward me, then all three broke off and crossed the street abruptly, causing at least two cars to slam on their brakes.
“Everything cool?” I asked as I arrived.
“For us?” Jetta asked.  “Fine, but those assholes are off to ruin someone else’s day.”
“I have drones on all three of them and have directed local law enforcement to detain them,” Omega said from Jetta’s cell phone.  Sierra jumped a little at his voice, clearly still new to the phenomenon.
“On what grounds?” Jetta asked, frowning.
“On the grounds that failure to apprehend and remove them will result in me telling my father that sex traffickers attempted to assault you and Sierra.”
My sister frowned.  “But they didn’t.  They broke off when I asked which joints they would prefer to have broken.  But there really isn’t any legal basis to arrest them.”  Jetta was studying criminal justice at the university.
“I have no record of lawful entry to this country and have already identified them as persons of interest in a federal investigation.  Local and federal law enforcement are now alerted to the fact that should my father become aware that they approached you, they would be in deadly danger.”
“Deadly danger?” Sierra asked, brows up.
“Declan has zero tolerance for rapists and traffickers,” Jetta said.  “And I’m basically his little sister,” she added, meeting my eyes as I nodded agreement.
“He would kill them?” Sierra asked.
“Mack?” Jetta deferred the question to me.  “Stacia wouldn’t let him, would she?”
I thought about it.  “They broke off, so I don’t think he would actually kill them.  He’d snatch them away though and have a close, personal discussion about their futures, or lack thereof.  But Stacia might not be all that sympathetic to them.  She likes you a great deal, sis.”
“I didn’t think trafficking was even a thing in Vermont?” Sierra asked.
“It occurs everywhere, Miss Norton,” Omega answered.  “Although the largest known trafficking groups have all disappeared.”
“Disappeared?  How does that happen?” Sierra asked, looking between the two of us.
Jetta just raised her brows at her roommate and waited for realization.
“Oh.  Oh!” Sierra said as the answer hit her.
“Yup,” I said.  “Hey, let’s keep going; we don’t want to be late.”
“We had it covered, Mack,” Jetta said to me as we all started back up the hill.
“Oh, I know you did, Jet.  I was kinda hoping they would lay hands on you both.  I was ready to video the whole thing for Jenks to show at his next class.  But then I realized they would have died afterward, so I’m glad nothing happened.”
“So, if anyone accosts Jetta, they’ll die?” Sierra asked.
“No, not what I said.  If someone tried to mug her or something, they would get off with a beating or magical bitch slap if she triggered an amulet.  Maybe a laser or plasma bolt in the ass if Omega was nearby.  But sexual predators who attack the little sis of the most powerful witch on the planet have no future.”
“He sounds scary as hell.” The werewolf girl shuddered.
“He’s a teddy bear,” Jetta said.  “Mostly,” she amended after a second’s thought.
“The guy who blasted the alien armada is a teddy bear?” Sierra asked.
“Yeah, super easygoing,” I said.  “If you cut in front of him in a line, he wouldn’t say a word.”
“You’re serious?” she asked.
“Yeah, he is,” Jetta confirmed.  “Just avoid any of his triggers.”
“Oh, I won’t say a word if he ever comes around here,” Sierra said, like she was swearing an oath.  “Probably just hide in the room.”
“Yeah, that’s not going to work.  He already wants to meet you,” Jetta said.  “I traded texts with him yesterday.  He said he might be popping in shortly.”
“He wants to meet me?” Sierra squeaked.  Girl turned into a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound wolf, and she just squeaked like a mouse.
“Relax.  I said you were a great roommate and already one of my favorite people,” Jetta said.  “He’s just curious.  So is Stacia.”
“The White Werewolf knows I exist?” Sierra said in awe.
“Of course,” Jetta said, nonchalant but giving me a tiny smile that told me she was enjoying torturing her roomie.
“No sweat, Sierra, I promise,” I said.  “Now, I turn off here, so have a great day, you two.”
Jetta snorted, but Sierra waved goodbye with a “You too.”
My business finance class might be boring, but life at Arcane never was.




Chapter 5

“Protests over food and energy shortages continue to expand across the globe.  Covering the story is our own Jimmy Zantou.  Jimmy, what have you got for us?”
“Pat, at first glance it would appear that humanity has lost its collective mind—marching in protest of Mother Earth seems fruitless, but delving a bit deeper, we find that the masses have, in fact, been whipped into a frenzy by their very own governments.  The leaders they elected to guide them through difficult times have opted to use vitriol and rhetoric to redirect their constituents’ fury away from themselves.”
“Jimmy, what is their expectation?  The last I knew, the Mother Earth elemental either ignores humans outright or seeks to cull them.  Why would they risk bringing attention to themselves?”
“I don’t have an answer for you, Pat, other than hunger and desperation strip away the human capacity for logic.”
“Thank you, Jimmy.  In a related story, the UN announced it will cease publicizing food shipment schedules as a security measure.  Twenty-one of the last seventy-two shipments were hijacked by armed assailants, resulting in a total loss of those valuable rations.”
“Okay, let’s cut it there,” Gina Velasquez said, waving a hand at the massive wall monitor in the auditorium.  Her evening seminars had been moved to the tiered amphitheater room as the only space that could hold the entire student body of Arcane.
“Any comments?” she asked.
“Darwin at work,” Dellwood said. 
“Okay, not the best look for humanity, nor the most productive,” Gina agreed.  “Anyone else?”
“Why are they so stupid?” Tersa asked.  “Can’t they see the politicians are just lying to them?”
“Good question.  Anyone have an answer?” Gina asked.
“We’ve covered that already,” Kissa said.  “Cognitive dissonance.  Unwillingness to modify worldview in the face of uncomfortable truths.”
“That’s certainly the leading theory, but two words hardly explain what looks like insanity,” Matthew said.  “It’s got to be more complex than that.”
“It absolutely is more complex, but let’s home in on this for a moment,” Gina said.  “CD certainly plays a part, so what do we know about resolving it?”
“We either change our beliefs, reduce the importance of those beliefs, or add new ones,” Veronica chimed in.
“You forgot the part where people just do nothing and die,” Tami said.
“Omega, any thoughts on Tami’s point?” Gina called out.
“Adaptability to change is currently being positively selected for, according to all of my data, Gina,” the AI said through the speakers.  “People are dying everywhere on the planet.”
My phone vibrated with an incoming text.  It was Declan.  How’s seminar? 
Why?  Do you miss it? I answered.
Would you be surprised if I did?
Not really.  You must be wrestling with this stuff all the time.
Five or six of the weres near me turned to look at me and Gina probably only needed to see one of them do it in order to pounce.
“Bored with the topic, Mack?” she called out.
“Oddly enough, I’m getting texts from the guy at the heart of all this mayhem,” I said.
Her brows went up.  “Omega, do you think your father might like to join in?” she said.
The monitor view opened to show a rumpled-looking Declan reclining on his couch, phone in hand.  He looked up, a flicker of surprise on his features changing to calm blandness.
“Ah, hey everyone,” he said with a wave.  Behind him, a familiar platinum blonde popped out of what I knew was the bedroom door.  “Babe, who are you talking to?” she asked.
“College Arcane,” he said, turning to look back at her.
“Oh, hi,” she said with a wave, then added, “Have fun,” and disappeared back into the room.
“Did you miss us, Declan?” Gina asked him.
“Admit it, Techling,” Dellwood called out.  “You missed us.”
“You got me there, Gelhood,” Declan answered, swiping one hand over his hair to call attention to the massive amount of product on Dellwood’s head.
“As much as we’re all amused by these boyish shenanigans,” Jetta called out, “maybe you could chime in on why most of the world has lost its collective mind.”
Declan paused for a moment, then raised a finger.  “Aliens are real,” he said, then added additional fingers, “they want to kill us, our own planet hates us, we suddenly can’t use oil or gas to grow food or otherwise survive, and the idiots we picked to run things are worse than useless.”
“All of them?” Gina shot back.
“No.  The reality is that most of our governments are hard at work fixing things as quickly as they can.  But large parts of our hypervisual society are still engaged in the only behavior they know.  So perception overwhelms reality.”
“You’ve been thinking about all this, huh?” Gina asked.
“When much of the hate is aimed at you, it tends to focus your attention,” he said.
“Anyone think Declan is right?”
Arms went up and voices rose, mostly in agreement, but also a few negatives.
“What was that, Mason?” Gina asked.
“I asked why he doesn’t fix it,” the young male witch said, frowning, arms crossed.
“Declan?”
“What do you think I do all day long, every damned day, Mason?  While you attend classes, what do you think I do?” Declan asked, his tone seemingly calm and even.  His eyes, though, were narrowed.
“I have no idea, but you’re the much-vaunted Steward of Earth,” the punk said.  “Wave your hand or something.”
There were a number of ohs and ahs, but most of the room held its breath.
Declan looked at him for a moment, face blank.  Then he nodded.  I recognized the gesture.  Actually, I think much of the school recognized it.
“How are your lessons in borrowing energy going, Mason?  Getting the hang of it?” Declan asked. 
“What lessons?  You have a hack nonmagic type trying to teach us,” Mason said, waving a hand in my direction.
“Really?  Any other freshmen witches unhappy with Mack going over the theory in my absence?”
You could have heard crickets.  “Mack, what was the first thing you covered?” Declan asked me.
“Understanding consequences.  Borrowing energy is just like borrowing money.  It’s gotta come from somewhere and there’s always a side effect,” I said.
“Omega, how much energy did I borrow from the planet to protect Mason?” Declan asked.
“None of the figures I could provide would be meaningful to anyone present,” the AI answered.  “Perhaps I should just say that the moon could have been vaporized several times over.”
“Where did I get all that power from, Mason?” Declan asked.
“How the hell should I know?” the young witch spluttered.
“Exactly right.  You have no idea what you’re talking about and yet you throw out childish questions.  You’re a witch—we seek balance.  Energy must come from somewhere and it must go somewhere else.  As Mack said, it’s like money and I just racked up one hell of a credit card bill.”
His tone had gotten harder as he spoke and Stacia suddenly popped back out of the bedroom.  “Play nice out there,” she said to him.  He raised one arm without turning around and she pulled back out of view.
“I am working with what I can, against my boss’s own objectives, to help as many people as I can.”
Stacia’s voice called out from behind him.  “We.  We are trying to help as many people as possible,” she corrected.
He nodded.  “What she said.”
“Well,” Gina spoke up.  “Brave of you to offer your criticism, Mason.  Perhaps next time, you could focus it a bit instead of generalizing.  Now, to continue.  Any positives in the world right now?”
“Times are hard but there seems to be more food than I might have guessed,” Justin commented.
“Hmm, what did you expect?” Gina asked.
“We’ve been through shortages and supply bottlenecks before, back when gasoline was available,” he said.  “This should have been worse.”
“Omega, is starvation the biggest cause of death in these times?” Gina asked.
“Globally, no.  Warfare, crime, and loss of medical treatment have somewhat greater numbers.  It is still number four, though, and in some parts of the world, number one.”
“Do you know why?” she asked.
“Global food stocks have been allocated more efficiently than ever before.  My authoritarian overrule has allowed me to direct food without regard for profit margins or borders.  While that may sound anti-free market, there are times when humanitarian needs must be put first.”
“Some would say you are stealing from the farmers who work hard to produce the food and handing it to people who don’t pay or work for it,” Gina said.
“Payments are being made in a fair, consistent manner that rewards producers.  In many cases, it is the middle of the markets that is feeling the financial pain.  The wholesalers, as it were.  I am seeking to even things out once the initial emergency is behind us.  I’ll remind you that I did not disrupt the entire global human society; that was Earth itself.  I am merely seeking to triage and repair the damage while pursuing long-term solutions.”
“Gina,” a young witch called out.  I didn’t know her name but had seen her around.  “What is the purpose of these seminars?  We can’t actually solve anything—even with our powers.  Omega is doing everything he can, and people still die.”
“In the face of the entirety of humanity, you might be right that our contribution is small.  But the purpose of this class is to think about what’s happening so that we don’t allow behavioral biases like cognitive dissonance to overwhelm our thinking like it has so many others.  Education is at its core about both surviving and then thriving.  Arcane is here to help you all do both,” she said.
On screen, Declan was nodding, as were most of the older students.  I found myself doing it too.
Survive and thrive.  Words to live by, along with adapt or die.




Chapter 6

“You’re from that school.”
This from one of three guys sitting in the row in front and slightly below mine.  I had felt his eyes on me as I settled into my seat in my Policy Systems class.  Bearded, baseball hat wearing, stocky, and accusatory.  Twisted to his left side to look back and up at me.
“What?” I asked, digging into my bookbag for a notebook.
“That spooky school downtown,” he said, his two friends turning to stare at me.  A couple of other kids nearby were paying attention.
“Where are you headed with all this?” I asked, pulling my favorite pen from my jacket pocket.
“I’ve seen you. Leaving that place, the freak school.  You drive a lot.  How do you have gasoline still?”
“You’re jumping around a bit,” I pointed out.
“Are you a furry?  Or one of the pointy-hat types that got us into all this trouble to begin with?”
It looked like my day was going downhill already.
“Furry? Are you inviting me to a fetish party or something?” I asked back.
His right hand shot toward me suddenly and I reacted, blocking it with my own right hand, pushing his arm across his body then bringing my left hand to his elbow to help control the situation.  His hand held a spoon, which I plucked from his grasp.  A silver spoon.
“Really?  You thought I was a werewolf and your best idea was to poke me with silver?” I asked.  By now, a lot of kids were watching the drama.  “Ballsy move, dude.  Stupid, but ballsy.”
“So you’re a witch?” he accused, eyes angry.
Because his whole row and many of those below him were twisted around to look at me, I might have been the only one to notice the professor’s arrival.
“That’s awfully binary of you,” I said.  “Just two options?  Weres or witches.  And super confrontational, bud.  You’re sitting below me, twisted in place, and you suspect I might be either a werewolf or a witch, so the smartest idea you have is to brace me down with… a spoon.”
“Is there a problem?” the professor asked from below, causing many of the students to whip around.  Beardface, though, just kept glaring at me for a second before he turned.
“This guy is from that freak school, professor,” he said as if that condemned me to Hell.
“What is it you say?” the prof frowned.  He was short, well past fifty and beginning to bald.
Dr. Kumar’s bio on the university web site said he had come to Vermont from the University of Delhi.  His accent was very minimal.
“This guy is from that place down by the waterfront where all the werewolves and witches are,” my accuser said again.
“And so?” Dr.  Kumar asked, his tone indicating the beginnings of irritation.
“We’re in this mess because of witches.  Or at least that one witch.  The one who used to go to that school.  He probably knows him.”
“Is this true?” Dr.  Kumar asked me.  “Do you know the Steward?”
“Whether I do or not, what does that have to do with me attending class?” I asked, beginning to get angry.
“Oh nothing,” the professor said.  “Just curious.”
“We’re all really curious,” my original accuser said.
“You speak for everyone now?” I shot back.
“He doesn’t, but I’ll admit I kind of am,” a girl two rows down said.  “Curious, that is.”
“So, to summarize, this guy saw me leaving a building downtown, never mind why he’s staked it out, decided I was either a werewolf or a witch, attacked me with a silver spoon, and is now looking to start a witch hunt.  Here. Now? And you all want in on it?  Including you, Dr. Kumar?  That strikes me as first, discriminatory behavior, and second, just plain stupid.  If I was a werewolf and you managed to touch me with silver, I would likely break your arm, if you were lucky.  And if I was a witch, would you all really want me angry and afraid of your mob tactics?”
“Since you are holding silver, I think we can surmise that you are probably not a shapeshifter,” Dr. Kumar said.  “But as you haven’t, since I’ve been listening, denied being a witch, you can perhaps understand why your fellow classmates might be at minimum curious.”
“I, myself, am suddenly very curious as to what might happen if I admitted to being either one,” I said, leaning forward, elbows on my knees, tapping the spoon against my palm.
“Oh, I don’t know… maybe we would ask you for insight into witches in general, and anything you might know about the Earth’s Steward in particular,” Dr. Kumar said, then held up his hand, palm out.  “And before you ask what this has to do with a policy systems class, I will point out that the class reading assignment was Donella Meadows’ classic paper, Leverage Points.”
“Ah, and Declan is a leverage point in the entire world’s systems right now,” I said.
“Hah!  You do know him!” Beardface said, pointing his finger at me.
“What if I do?” I asked him directly, but then looked at the rest of the class and the professor.
Beard boy didn’t answer, his face contorting as he tried to figure out where to go with this information, but the professor was nodding.  “You are feeling threatened?”
I looked around at all the curious faces, and then the three idiots sitting right in front of me.
“Hmm, well, the vibe I’m getting is far from welcoming, Dr. Kumar.  Kinda raises the hair on the back of my neck,” I said, looking at the professor.
“Yet, you appear calm, if slightly angry,” he said.
“And your point is…”
“You are confident,” Dr. Kumar said.  “You indicate feeling a threat, yet you are confident.”
“Well, wouldn’t you be?” I countered.  “Although this has to be the weirdest class I’ve ever had… and I’ve had some crazy ones.”
“Weirdness aside, why do you say I would be confident if I was in your position?” Kumar asked.
“Whether or not I actually know Declan O’Carroll, we’ve been talking about or around him and Arcane, for several minutes,” I said before playing a new card.  “Omega?  How many times does someone have to mention Declan’s name before you pay attention?”
“Only once, Mack,” the AI said from every speaker in the ceiling.  “Although I tend to pay attention to most of your public conversations.”
The entire class jumped a little when he spoke, including the professor.  But Dr. Kumar recovered first.  “Mr. Omega, you are his ace in the hole?”
“I believe, Dr. Kumar, that Mack is suggesting myself as just one possible reason for his confidence.  Logically, if Mack is, in fact, a student at College Arcane, attending classes with numerous were creatures and extremely high-level witches, might one not suspect that he is possessed of some competency for survival among some of the most dangerous people on the planet?  And if he is acquainted with Declan O’Carroll, would anyone in this room care to test the level of that relationship?”
“Ah, Professor, is the whole class period going to be an interrogation, or are we going to discuss systems?” I asked, waving at all the cell phones that were videoing me.  “Wasting limited electricity from an already overtaxed grid, if you ask me.”
“Oh, this is possibly the best day of teaching in my entire life,” Dr. Kumar said.  “Class, you understand that according to Donella Meadows, there are twelve types of leverage points in any system, with rising degrees of power.  What were the highest types she listed?”
“The power to change the paradigm,” the girl who had admitted to being curious said, “and the ability to transcend paradigms.”
“And so, today, we are talking to the world’s most powerful computer, which is rewriting paradigms as we speak, and about a person who by all counts can change reality as we know it with a thought,” Kumar said, almost bouncing with excitement.  “Who can literally transcend our paradigms.”
“He snores, you know,” I said.
“What?” Kumar asked.
“Your transcendental leverage point. Declan.  He snores.”
“You’re his… roommate?” the curious girl threw out at me.
“Was,” I clarified.  “He isn’t here that often anymore.  You know, because of all the transcending and shit.”
“You mock him?” the professor said.
“Only to his face.  That’s what roomies do, right?  I’m not knocking him in any way, just heading off the conversation before it devolves into either hero worship or name calling,” I said, directing the last part to beard boy.  “He’s human.  Makes mistakes, snores, has self-doubts, and will steal your Snickers bars if you leave them lying around.”
“And yet is our last line of defense against the aliens,” Kumar said.
“First, or maybe second line of defense,” I said.  “Omega, you’re the first, right?”
“I do not view our defenses as layered, Mack, but rather in their entirety as needed.  That said, my detection systems are likely to notice an incursion before many others would.”
“Oh, I have so many questions to ask you both,” Kumar said.  “As I am sure do your classmates.”
“Like, why did your buddy kill all those people?” Beardface asked.
“Ah, finally,” I said.  “The part you’ve been chewing on since I sat down.  I.  Wasn’t.  There.”
He frowned, so I expanded my comments.  “You would have to ask him, or perhaps Stacia.  My personal understanding was that it was that or watch the whole human race die, including everyone in this room.”
“We might still die,” Beardface said.
“Correction:  We will all die.  That is a fact.  We’re born and we die.  So we’re talking about timing and whether we all go out at once, permanently.  It becomes a question of how we die and maybe why,” I said, then looked around at all the faces and cameras.  “Is this what we’re doing?  Pressing me about something I wasn’t part of?  Because if that’s the case, I have other things I could be doing that would be more productive.  Like laundry.”
“We would not seek to waste this opportunity like that, Mr…”
“Sutton.  Mack Sutton.  And to bring this dumpster fire of a class back to something like actual education, wouldn’t you say that Ms. Meadows’ point about chaos ensuing from unchecked growth is being played out real time?”
“I want to know more about the witch,” another kid said.  “All I see is chaos, every day.  We need to hear more about the guy with the giant laser beams.”
I closed my notebook and tucked it into my bookbag, then leaned back.  “If you want to discuss systems, I’ll participate.  If we’re talking witch hunting,” I said, pinning the beard guy with a glare, “then I’m out.”
“Okay.  There are the rules of this microsystem called class,” Kumar said.  “Rules defining the system were number five on Meadows’ list.  So, Mack, the planet has been attacked by aliens and by nature itself.  You have a friend at the heart of all that.  What does he do?”
“First of all, Dr. Kumar, humans came under threat from both the planet and the aliens, although those aliens are a threat to the planet as well.  So there’s your positive feedback loop, i.e. the overgrowth of the human population without regard for the planet, and it has resulted in a negative feedback loop, that is Mother Earth taking away our fossil fuels.  Now, she almost just about feedback looped us all right out of existence, but that got transcended by some tough choices by two people.
“Now, the aliens attacking us represents another leverage point on human systems, an extremely negative one.  That leverage point has, for the time being, had its ass kicked.  As to transcending paradigms to save humanity, Declan ain’t about it.  We either change ourselves or die off.  He’ll try to feed people and help alleviate the pain of change, but he’s got to be focused on being ready when the Vorsook come back.”
It was quiet for a moment, then lots of people started talking at me all at once.  Dr. Kumar put two fingers in his mouth and whistled it quiet.
“That is a bleak assessment, Mack,” he offered when the noise had died down.
“You would prefer, what?  Loss of free will?  Behavior enforced by witches, which has been suggested to him, by the way.  Not happening, at least in my opinion.  He and Stacia fought like hell to give us a chance, but I have heard it from his own lips: that chance is up to us and us alone.” 
On that note, I swung my bookbag up and trotted down the steps to leave the room.  It was mostly quiet as I went, but there was a whole pile of smart phones recording my every step.




Chapter 7

I skipped the rest of my classes and just headed back to Arcane.  The main lounge was empty, so I snagged a bag of chips, a candy bar, and an energy drink from the vending machines and sat back to think about what had just happened.
Six sips into the drink and half a bag of chips down and suddenly a tall, lanky kid in a hoodie and jeans appeared in front of me.  Like actually appeared.  No mirror portal, no stepping through reality, just poof! and there he was.
“What, teleportation now?” I asked.
Declan tilted his hand side to side, eyes looking up as he thought about his answer.  “Kinda sorta.  Not sure how to characterize it.  Almost like an instant portal or something.  Comes with the job, I guess,” he said.  “I thought I’d come check on you on account of the fun time you had in class this morning.”
“How do you know?  Omega?” I asked.
He held up his phone.  “Yes, but you’re blowing up on the internet.  That douche canoe ambushed you and your whole class piled on.  There are about twenty videos out.  Thought you could use some moral support, or perhaps a road trip somewhere.”
“Road trip?” I asked, intrigued.
“Well, more like teleportation trip.  Less road, more trip.”
“To where?” I asked.
“Anywhere.  Well, anywhere on Earth.  I’m not allowed off planet,” he said.
“Off planet?  Are you kidding… oh.  Fairie, right.  Got it.  But anywhere?”
“I mean, some places are preferable to others.  Not wanting to head into one of the big conflict zones, but if there’s somewhere you want to see, let’s do it,” he said.  Then he suddenly tilted his head like he was listening to something, which due to the Bluetooth in his ear, he likely was.
“Tattletale,” he suddenly said.
“In the words of one Stacia Reynolds… tough titties,” the world-owning AI known as Omega said from the television.
Declan sighed and waved a hand.  Chris Gordon was suddenly standing next to him.
“Damn, dude.  That’s so smooth,” he said.  Then he turned my way.  “So, where are we headed?” he asked, hands in his pockets like he was some normal dude and not the freaking Hammer of God.
“You’re our chaperone?” I guessed.
“More like his bodyguard,” he said, nodding at the tall witch. 
“Stacia’s on a shopping trip with Holly and Kristin,” Declan explained.  “I’m not allowed to play outside without adult supervision.  You know, ’cause I can’t take care of myself or anything.  Vaporize entire battle formations of world-ending alien spacecraft but can’t daytrip to Paris or Bora Bora without a guardian.”
“Suck it up, buttercup,” I said.  “You’re the world’s only hope—er… sorry, Omega.”
“I understand, Mack.  I would fight hard and well, but without Father’s firepower, well…” the AI said.
“See,” I said to Declan.  “Paris, huh?  Never been.”
“Been where?” a voice said behind me.  I turned to find Jetta, Sierra, Tersa, and Veronica standing in the doorway of the lounge.  Odd for all four to be together, I thought.
“Paris,” Declan said.
“Wait, you’re taking him to Paris?  Without me?  No way!” Jetta said, glancing at the other three girls for support.  All three looked a bit shell-shocked.  Jetta rolled her eyes and turned back to me.
“What? I have that effect on women,” I said.  “Not my fault.”
That caused Veronica to snort.  She crossed her arms and raised one brow at me.
“Paris was an option, but he hasn’t picked yet,” Declan said.  “Why? You guys want to go too?”
“Hell yeah we do,” Jetta said.
“Um, I don’t have a passport,” Sierra said quietly to Jetta.
“No worries,” Declan said.  “I don’t carry mine either.  Not going to be an issue.  You’re Sierra, right?”
Poor girl looked like she wanted to hide behind my sister.  “Yes, she is.  And this is Tersa and Veronica,” Jetta said.  “Wait, why are you taking him to Paris?”
“I just wanted to give him a little boost,” Declan said.  “He had a rough morning and it’s partly because of me.”
“I haven’t decided on Paris,” I said.  “What if I want to go to Hawaii?”
“Then you’ll see beaches instead of cafés,” Declan said.  “Just pick.”
“Shit, he’ll opt for bikinis over crème brûlée any day,” Jetta said, already dejected.
I had already thought of that.  Parisian women versus bikini babes.  Ah, the choices I have to make.
Veronica raised her brow again, Tersa was alternating between looking at the super man and the super witch, and Sierra was watching me with a little frown.
“Are any cafés in Paris still open?  What with food and energy shortages and all that,” I said.
“Omega?” Declan asked.
“Approximately one quarter of food and beverage-related businesses have closed due to shortages,” the computer reported.  “The ones still open face limits on their offerings but they are open, in no small part due to both the French preference for farm-fresh foods and our own contributions to the world’s transportation issues.”
“What do you have to do with French transportation?” Veronica asked Declan.
“More Omega than me.  He has provided the same technology that Mack has in his old Chevy truck—an energy plant that replaces the gasoline combustion part.”
“The factories that produce this technology are part of an initiative that Father and I began right after I originated, for lack of a better term,” Omega said.  “We have focused on vital transport first—railroads, subways, tractor trailers, heavy construction, and farm equipment—and smaller delivery vehicles, particularly farm vehicles.”
“So, what are we waiting…” Jetta started but stopped when our school disappeared and a street with a clear European vibe appeared around us.  The street was lightly populated but those pedestrians who were out and about universally stopped and stared at us.
“We’re in the 7th arrondissement,” Declan said, pointing behind me and Veronica.  The others were already looking over our heads, eyes wide with amazement.
The reason was instantly apparent.  There, in the distance, was the unmistakable shape of the Eiffel Tower.
“Oh my God,” Tersa said, shaking her blonde curls in disbelief.
“Cool,” Jetta said, her roommate, Sierra, just nodding.
“Wow, nice to have friends in high places, Mack,” Veronica whispered to me.  I noticed that she was much closer to me than any of the others.
Chris snorted and Sierra whipped around to look at us, then glanced at Declan, who clearly hadn’t heard.
“What can I say?  Jetta and I are just lucky that way,” I said quietly.  “Hey, D?  Are you going to get in trouble for being in the city of romance without Stacia?”
He smiled.  “Why do you think I knew exactly where to arrive?  She and the ladies have been here for a couple of hours.  Turns out Holly is pretty good with French and Kristin is fluent.  They are laying waste to the shops in this area, doing their part to help the economy.”
“Shops?” Veronica and Tersa said at the exact same time.  Meanwhile, I was realizing I had been led to pick Paris.  Declan just grinned at me. 
“Come on; let’s catch up,” Jetta said.  “Omega, lead the way.”
A tiny, insect-sized drone lifted from my sister’s shoulder and buzzed up in front of us.
Seventeen minutes later, we found the trio in a clothing store.  Stacia was staring at the door even as Declan approached it.  “Hey ladies.  I brought reinforcements,” he said, introducing the two new witches and Sierra to the werewolves three.
Jetta dove right into the fray, and after a moment of awkwardness, Veronica, Tersa, and Sierra followed suit.
“There’s a bistro right next door that we can get some real food at while they shop,” Declan said to me and Chris.
“Put in extra orders for us,” Stacia called to him.  “We’ve worked up an appetite.”
It took the waitstaff and handful of customers just a few seconds to recognize Chris and then I saw the exact moment they all figured out who the hoodie kid was.  A crowd started to form as we sat at a table and ordered bread, onion soup, and cheese to start.  The waiter had excellent English and he apologized for a severe lack of meats.  There were plenty of entrees that favored potatoes, beans, peas, and spinach, as well as fresh halibut, which we assured him was fine.  The poor guy was torn between addressing either God’s Hammer or Earth’s Steward, but those two joked back and forth and set him at ease.
The locals who gathered around tossed questions at us, one of Omega’s minidrones translating their words to English and our responses to French.  And it was our responses because both Declan and Chris dragged me into the mix.  When asked why we were there, Declan told them it was to cheer me up.  Immediately a few people held up phones showing clear videos of me in class.
We had traveled here in an instant, just hours after my debacle of a morning, and still the news had beat us here.  Unbelievable.
The werewolf pack really was hungry because they joined us only twenty minutes later, which brought in an even bigger swell of onlookers, including two French television crews.  Declan allowed them to interview him while the rest of us ate, although he nibbled on a baguette between questions.  Stacia and Chris focused on eating, but they were sitting on either side of him, their eyes roving the crowd the whole time.  Both of them got dragged into the question and answer though.  No worthy reporter was going to ignore the God Hammer or the White Werewolf.
“He hates this, doesn’t he?” Veronica asked me.  She was sitting on my right side, her shoulder almost brushing mine, eyes on Declan, who happened to not have a speaking part at the moment.
“Yeah, loathes publicity and attention,” I agreed.
“He must have suspected this would happen?” she asked.
“He did, but he’ll do anything for his buddies,” Jetta said from my left side.
Holly raised her head from her fish dinner and gave Jetta a nod.  She swallowed her food, then grimaced.  “Which is why it’s good you two don’t ask him for, well, anything.  He’s hard enough to guard as it is.”
On her left, Kristin shook her head.  “He’s not that hard to guard at all.”
“Hush, young one.  Don’t refute your elders in public,” Holly said back.
Kristin snorted and went back to her own food. 
“How did you get in her pack?” Sierra asked Kristin, nodding in awe at Stacia.
“These two miscreants introduced me,” the Icelandic werewolf said with a wave at my sister and me.  “Super lucky for me.  Why, you interested?”
Sierra’s eyes got huge.  Holly, chewing some bread, held up a finger in caution and then pointed at Stacia, who was paying close attention to her witch and his interviewer.
“Oh, yeah,” Kristin said.  “You need to meet her before you even think of it.”
“Well, that seed is planted,” Jetta said with a sigh, giving Kristin a mock glare.  Kristin just grinned and shrugged.  Sierra’s eyes were still huge, the idea so huge, she actually stopped eating for a moment.
“So he dropped everything and came to get you after you got grilled in class?” Veronica said in my ear.  She had arrived from the store smelling of French perfume.  It made my head swirl a bit.  “Your professor was right. You have enormous influence over the biggest leverage point on the globe,” she said, her breath warm in my ear.
“He’s a good guy,” I said back but she just looked at me like I was an idiot, shaking her head.
“Ah, Mack, it’s a good thing you met me,” she said with a grin.  “You need a lot of help.  Lucky for you I’m here.”
I glanced from her to my buddy, who was frowning in thought as he answered a question for a broadcast that was likely going live around the world.  The world was focused on this little bistro in Paris as a result of me being put off by a silly class.  Maybe she was right.  This was above my pay grade.  I looked back her way and met a pair of deep, dark eyes, one of which gave me a wink before she turned to her friend Tersa.  Hmm. Lucky for sure.




Chapter 8

We got back to Arcane pretty late, there being more shopping to do and lots of French pastries to consume.  The end result was that we were all pretty tired at O’dark hundred hours when we got up for Jenks’ survival class.  I might have been tempted to skip it, but it was a shooting day, and we only get those twice a month.  Our class was so big these days that Jenks had divided us into two groups, or pods, as he calls them: Charlie pod and Delta pod.  There are four shooting days a month, two for each pod.  Jetta and I are in Charlie and on the days that we shoot, Delta pod kids stay in the gym and have a class in knife fighting, lockpicking, restraint escape, or some other fun topic.  Arcane has gotten enough attention that we rate a regular rotation of guest instructors coming through on a weekly basis.
You might wonder why the college is still full of kids when the entire planet is severely short of energy and food.  The answer is that food was still flowing to most education establishments, and with room and board already paid, families mostly opted to leave their kids at school.  At Arcane, the kids attended for free, courtesy of the Demidova Corporation, so there was even more incentive to keep us there.  Not to mention that the Earth’s Steward was extremely unlikely to allow his classmates to starve.
Jenks had further bifurcated the pods into beginning shooters and intermediary.  He spent a great deal of time working with the beginners, while those of us in the intermediary ran our own combat course that Jenks had set up the night before.  Each of us took turns acting as Range Officer so that everyone got to shoot the course and everyone got to act as RO.  The result was that kids complied with the acting RO, as they all understood the role and the hassle that came with the job.
Each intermediary course involved three pistol magazines of eight rounds each with a matching pistol, a holster, belt, and mag holder.  We shared out the ten guns that were allocated and shared the gun cleaning duties afterward.  Jenks believed that we should try all the pistols to both create familiarity with different brands and to find a brand that fit the shooter.  We had Glock, Springfield Armory, Smith & Wesson, Sig, FN, Walther, and a couple of custom 1911 models to choose from.
Today’s course was six person-shaped silhouette targets, a five plate Texas star, and a single bowling pin.  The course of fire was laid out with small orange cones showing us the pattern of movement.  The shooter waited till the shot timer went off, drew their weapon and addressed the first silhouette with two shots to the center of the chest and one to the head at fifteen yards, moved to the next cone, shot another paper person with the same two chest, one head at twelve yards, then moved again to fire two rounds at the seven-yard paper target, change mags, fire one at the head, then move to shoot at the Texas star.
Texas stars have five detachable steel plates on the end of a rotating set of five arms.  The first plate to get knocked off by a bullet sets the remaining four into motion.  After the star, the shooter next shot the bowling pin, then began to address the remaining three paper targets that were set up at four, three, and five yards respectively.  And the last magazine change occurred right after the first shot at the four-yard target.  The whole run was timed, and every miss counted as a five-second penalty.  When Delta came to fire in two days’ time, they would shoot the exact same course of fire. The results of both class runs were tabulated and sent in an email to all students.  Competition was fierce among at least two-thirds of the class.  The remaining kids might not be enthusiastic, but they all learned safe gun handling skills and at least a modicum of proficiency.
Not to brag, but Jetta and I had been shooting almost since we could walk and the two of us were consistently in the top of the class.  We didn’t aways win, because we were dealing with weres who had superhuman speed that could make up for multiple misses.  We weren’t superhuman so we couldn’t miss a single target if we wanted any chance at placing well.  Jenks called the whole thing Gun Runners.  It came after Declan was pretty much done attending Arcane as a student, but Jetta and I had made sure to introduce the witch and his werewolf bodyguards to the sport.
This morning was fun, but I wasn’t top of my game and had one miss.  Jetta’s score was perfect, and she was behind Kissa, who also had perfect accuracy and a three-second advantage in time.
“Gotta get more beauty sleep, big brother,” Jetta said with a smirk as we left the basement range.
“Ah, to be young and carefree again,” I said with what I thought was a good sigh.
Veronica snorted.  She was walking just in front of us, and now she glanced over her shoulder.  “Word of advice, Mack? Don’t head off to Hollywood just yet.”
“Unless you’re looking for a job in overacting,” Jetta said.
It was my turn to snort.  But I didn’t say anything back.  I could see Jetta glancing at me a couple of times and after about five steps, even witchy Veronica glanced at me.
“You alright?” Jetta asked.  “Everyone has an off day.”
I waved away my morning shooting but kept quiet.  Mistake. 
“Okay, out with it,” Jet said.
Veronica was again looking forward but I saw her shoulders tense as she listened.  Saw lots of other interesting views too, but most of my attention was on Jetta’s question.
“How did D seem to you?” I asked, glancing at my sister.
She frowned.  “Um, well, normal… I guess,” she said.  “Why?”
“Jet, I got waylaid in my class yesterday and it kinda rocked my world a bit.  And the reason I got ambushed was him.  How does he face that kind of pressure? How does he stay… sane?”
“Well, he’s got to be doing something right because he came here to cheer you up,” Jetta said.
“Did he?  Or was that for himself?”
“I think he was taking you to Paris no matter what you said,” Veronica said over her shoulder.
“He certainly led me that way but if I had really wanted Alaska or Japan or something, he would have taken me.  That’s why Chris was there—in case we didn’t go where the pack was.”
“Then why did he volunteer to talk to the press?” Jetta asked.  “He hates the press.”
“Exactly! Right on both points,” I said.  “I was up half the night trying to figure that out.”
“Perhaps he’s just getting more comfortable with his job?” Veronica said, now slowing for us to come up alongside her.
“Declan is more comfortable handling world-shattering power and talking to the biggest elemental there is, but dealing with press?” I asked.  “No way.  People disappoint him all the time, which is why he has such a small group of friends.  And I got the tiniest glimpse of what he deals with—just a glimmer.  I hated it.  It was awful and of the two of us, I’m by far the most outgoing, the most socially adept.”
Now would be the time for a scoff or laugh from either of them, but they just looked thoughtful.
“You’re a dork, brother, but your instincts are generally spot on,” Jetta said.  “Maybe we should look into this?”
“Well, I have to.  He’s my roomie—ex or not,” I said.  “But if you happen to be chatting with Kristin, Holly, or Stacia, feel things out, would you?”
“Sierra wants to meet Stacia beyond the handshake thing,” Jetta said.  “Perhaps I’ll set that up and take the temperature at the same time.”
“Cool,” I said.
Veronica looked at me.  “I don’t know any of them, but if you need any help with anything, let me know, okay?”
“Well, I am pretty tense… maybe a massage?” I asked, all kinds of hopeful.
My sister rolled her eyes.  “And he’s back,” she said. 
Veronica just slapped my right shoulder, kinda hard, but she was smirking at the same time.




Chapter 9

I decided to attend class.  It was Managerial Accounting, and the class was large.  I could hide in the back with my hood up and probably avoid attention.  Walking seemed appropriate, as only a few electric cars were on the roads this morning.  Nothing like motoring around in an older Chevy pickup that doesn’t have exhaust or engine noise to stand out in these times.  We used the truck to run group errands or shopping, and the Arcane admin types borrowed it from time to time.  Otherwise, it was all feet and sidewalk., unless you were into bikes, skateboards, and scooters.
Plodding along, pondering my famous roomie, it took me a few seconds to notice the bird.  Big bastard, flying some distance away but sporting a really impressive wingspan.  The country boy in me looked at it to figure out what kind of raptor it could be.
Looping across the sky, it wheeled around, banking over one wingtip and flying my way.  I revised my opinion: It wasn’t big.  It was freaking huge.
“Ah, Omega?  Do you see, sense, or observe that huge bird flying at me?”
“I do, Mack,” my Bluetooth earpiece said.  “It appears to be a Haast’s eagle.  Largest known eagle to have lived.  Average weight of thirty pounds, at least for females, which like most raptors are larger than the males.  This appears to be a female.  The Haast’s eagle went extinct on this planet about six hundred years ago.”
The bird loomed larger and larger, still seemingly headed in my direction.
“Extinct?  Like giant wolverines and velociraptor extinct?” I asked.
“That is my theory,” Omega said.
The eagle opened huge wings, nine or ten feet in span, and landed on a tall white pine tree that grew in the yard of a small brick bungalow right next to the street.  It ruffled its wings for a second and then looked right at me.
“Haast’s eagles grew so large because their primary prey, the giant moa, grew larger as well.  It is theorized that the eagles would attack the moa from the air, landing on their backs and then grasping and crushing the moa’s skull with those formidable talons.”
He wasn’t kidding.  The legs and talons on this thing were massive, big enough to rival the claws of a werewolf.  I happen to know a lot about werewolf claws, so I was pretty comfortable with making that comparison.  Not comfortable with the eagle though.  My right hand was already digging under my sweatshirt for the grip of my Sig. 
Yes, I know that colleges generally outlaw guns on campus, but I’ve already mentioned my tendency to live among dangerous types, and my last dating experience had been with a lady demon from Hell, so excuse my paranoia.
The eagle, though, just studied me with its disturbing predatory eyes, then clacked its beak open, dropping something onto the lawn under the tree.
“I believe that might be intended for you, Mack,” Omega said in my ear.  I hesitated a moment, then stepped onto the lawn and moved carefully under the tree, my eyes locked on the huge bird of prey above me.
The object turned out to be a little tube of what looked like bamboo, about the length and diameter of my index finger.
“What are you doing on my lawn?  Don’t you damned kids have any respect for private property?  Always pissing on my hedges, trampling my flowers,” a male voice called out.
The homeowner stood on the front steps, the storm door open, his angry eyes locked onto me.  Maybe in his sixties, he was a large man, dressed in dark gray work pants and a button-down khaki shirt that was carefully tucked into his pants.
“I was picking up litter,” I said, holding up the tube.  “That big-ass eagle just dropped it,” I said, pointing up.
The cranky owner looked up where I indicated and froze in place, eyes going wide.  The eagle looked from me to the man, then lifted her tail and squirted out her opinion of the whole conversation in a white stream that spattered the pine’s branches and some of the grass.
The man did an about face and disappeared into his home, the door shutting firmly, followed by the sound of a lock bolting.
The eagle looked from the house to me and then preened her feathers.
I looked at the wooden tube.  A little stopper plugged one end and when I pulled it out, then tipped the tube, a rolled-up piece of paper slid out into my waiting palm.
A glance at the eagle showed she was waiting calmly.
I would speak with you.  I have a message from your sometime paramour.  Follow the eagle.  E.
“E?” I mused out loud. 
“I would hazard the opinion that one of the younger members of Fairie Royalty signed it,” Omega said.
The eagle shook out her giant wings and took to the sky with powerful flaps.  Airborne, she headed south.
I looked around and noticed quite a few of my fellow UVM students watching the huge bird, most recording the moment with cell phones.  Checking my left front pants pocket for the forged iron mini pry bar I habitually carry, I slipped across the quiet street and cut between houses. 
UVM’s campus is quite large, sprawling across the hill that overlooks the city’s downtown.  There are multiple campuses and it appeared we were headed for the most distant one, Redstone.
The campus has several parts to it and the very first one I came to was known as Redstone Pines, which, as per the name, was a cluster of pine trees that tended to draw in groups of students along with a few hammocks for shade and a nice, peaceful environment. 
The eagle landed in the tallest tree, the canopy of pine needles blocking her from the sight of the various clusters of students below.  At the base of the big pine, a single person sat on a blanket, her blonde hair draped around her shoulders, her vivid green eyes already locked on me.
“Highness,” I greeted her.
“Actually, the correct form is now Majesty,” Eirwen of Fairie said with a smirk on her perfect red lips.
My left hand clutched the small bar of iron, defeating her particular glamour that gave her supernatural beauty and sex appeal.  Beauty that could literally numb the mind. 
She was still effing hot though.  More dangerous than her eagle but wrapped in a beautiful package.  Like that combination hasn’t bitten me hard in the ass before or anything.
“That’s right. You and your chilly cousin have leveled up to queen, or is it co-queen?”
She waved away the question as inconsequential, her smile brilliant but her eyes sharp and glittering.  “I’m escaping the duties of the job for what you might call a field trip.  Neeve practically lives for minutia, but I don’t.  However, you should be flattered, Mack Sutton.  It isn’t every day that a Queen of Fairie acts the part of messenger.”
“Yeah, flattered is not the emotion I’m feeling right now,” I said with a grimace.  A glance around showed that lots of other kids were watching my encounter closely, their brains no doubt clouded by her powers.
She pretended to pout but gave it up for a delighted smirk.  “I have to admit, the occasional male who fails to fall at my feet is rather refreshing—for a time.”
“Your Majesty, I doubt you tore open a portal with your newfound reserves of energy and journeyed here to upstate Vermont for just me,” I said.
“Oh, don’t sell yourself short, Mack Sutton.  At least one female of another dimension finds you to be… attractive.”
My blood went ice cold and my face must have gone pale because Eirwen burst out with a bark of laughter.  “Oh, my.  The duchess did a number on you, didn’t she?”
I didn’t answer, my throat too full of my heart to form words.
She studied me for a moment, her eyes like chips of cold, hard emerald, her smile something vicious.  I took an involuntary step back and her smile got even bigger.
Finally, she sighed.  “This is almost endlessly amusing, but my time is limited.  My message is one for you to pass along.  Lilith felt it would be both most efficient and most amusing to use you as a conduit.  She was correct.”
A surge of anger shorted my survival instinct and words just flowed right out of my mouth.  “Well, it’s just like her to make a queen of Fairie into her personal messenger,” I said.  “Or is it just the least powerful one?”
Her smile went to a glare in an instant and she lifted one hand.  I took another step back and tripped, stutter-stepping to retain my balance.  A bright yellow Frisbee flew right through the space I had just occupied, missing my left hand by millimeters.
I clutched the vital piece of iron tightly, thinking just how close I had come to having it knocked out of my hand, while my right hand touched the medallion of Rowan wood under my hoodie, activating my newest piece of witch gear.  A Declan-powered shield of magic sprang up around my body.
She raised her hand again, but a stumbling male stopped whatever spell she had been ready to cast, her eyes going to the guy chasing after the wayward Frisbee.  “Excuse me; just here for the Frisbee,” he said to her with a huge worshipful smile, completely ignoring me.  His eyes were glossy, either from pot or glamour or both, and he was utterly focused on the beautiful elf.
She looked at him like he was a worm, the sheer disgust of her expression failing to make a dent in his obsessive focus, his smile still plastered in place.  The she glanced at me.  “I swear you have the luck of the gods, Mack Sutton.  You.  Get your toy and leave,” she commanded to the grinning guy.
He did just that, obeying her instantly, his smile fixed and his eyes vapid.
“Here it is, straight from Lilith’s mouth: Hell awaits the deal promised.  Time is almost up.  Make your offer or Hell will rescind our moratorium on human souls.”
“And I’m supposed to do what with that?” I asked.
“Take it to the witch boy.  He’ll know of it,” she said, a flicker of something flashing through her eyes.  Fear, maybe?
Then she stood with inhuman grace, brushing her perfect form as if to clear away any pine needles that would dare to clutter her royal self.  She speared me with one last stare, then turned and walked off into the trees, somehow disappearing from view in mere seconds.
“Ah, Omega?” I asked.
“I recorded the entire encounter, Mack.  It is already being viewed by Father, Chris, and Tanya.”
“Why was I even involved?”
“I would surmise that by approaching you, who has previously survived direct contact with Lilith, it sends another ancillary message.”
“That humans are vulnerable.  Particularly me?”
“Something to that effect,” Omega said.
“Wow, Mack, you pissed that one off in record time,” a female voice said from behind me.  I turned to find Veronica standing, hipshot, dark eyes locked on me.
“That one has been pissed off for longer than I’ve been alive,” I said.  “How do you keep showing up?  Are you stalking me?”
She snorted, her eyes going hard and her arms crossing under her chest, which almost distracted me.  “I have a life beyond Arcane, Sutton,” she said coldly.  “Which includes friends of a more normal sort,” she said with a wave over one shoulder.  Two girls sitting on the pine needles twenty yards away were watching us with clear interest, their books forgotten.
“Oh.  Sorry,” I said.  “I’m always snippy after being ambushed by Fairie royalty.”
“She was a royal?” Veronica asked, her annoyance with me deflected by surprise.
“Eirwen, once Princess of Summer, now Co-Queen of the Middle Realm, delivering messages.  Wait?” I had a sudden thought.  “Omega, why would Eirwen run a message for Lilith?”
“No doubt for a future favor of equal importance and cost.  Eirwen would have had to draw on her new powers hard to open that portal, which is something that even her mother or aunt don’t have the casual power to do.  Hell is blocked from direct entry to Earth, so it required someone with vast power,” Omega said from my cell phone, loud enough for Veronica to hear.
I glanced up at the tall pine, but the Haast’s eagle was gone, so I looked at Veronica.  “I’ve just decided to cancel today’s classes.  I have a sudden need to go get a milkshake downtown.  Want to come along?”
She tucked a long strand of inky black hair behind her ear as she studied me.  “And hear more about this Fairy bitch and the Hell chick?  You better believe it.  You’re buying, though,” she said.
“Yeah, I’m buying,” I agreed with a nod. Being alone with my thoughts wasn’t… ideal.




Chapter 10

“Double chocolate?” I asked, bemused.
“Yeah, what of it?” she demanded.
“Make it two,” I said to the wary young lady behind the counter.  I placed a twenty and a ten next to her iPad register and picked up a number on a stick for our table.  Veronica was side eyeing me, but at least she wasn’t already casting a spell.  I think.  Some witches can throw spells just by thinking about them, but they’re exceedingly rare.  Declan, his aunt Ashling, and several of the witches from his mother’s Circle in Ireland were all that I was aware of.  The witches at Arcane were pretty high level, but I didn’t know one that could think a spell.
“I was just surprised that you didn’t go for the Nutella.  It’s pretty legendary,” I said.
“By far our most popular,” the checkout girl added.  Her nametag said Bree and she seemed to warm up to us after I left all my change in the tip jar.
“You didn’t get it either,” Veronica pointed out.
“I’m a traditionalist.  Chocolate, vanilla, strawberry.  In that order.  But I am willing to go a bit overboard for chocolate,” I said, leading the way to an empty booth.  Half the place was occupied by college-aged kids, the front windows taken by computer-wielding, paper-writing types deeply focused on their work.
Some of the guys at the table across from us were pretty focused on Veronica.  She ignored them, so I did too.
“So what the hell was all that about?” she asked, one brow raised.
“Exactly.  Hell.  They want something from Team Earth and in a sign of good faith, have held off possessing every weak, desperate soul out there.”
Her eyes got big as she thought about that.  “I never considered that.  There are people starving, fighting, and being oppressed all over the globe right now.  A lot of people.”
“And if the demons of Hell started plying their trade, it would make things really, really bad,” I said.
“What could they want that’s more enticing than millions of desperate souls?”
“Not what.  Who.”
“Declan?” she asked slowly, frowning.
“Well, yes.  Always, but that’s not it.  They would like a shot at souls that are much more challenging… more exotic… from faraway places.”
“The aliens?” she guessed.
“Vorsook live very long lives, have enormous mental discipline, and don’t seem to get desperate.”
“Which makes them like big game trophies or something?” she asked.  I nodded.
“I didn’t think anyone was ever supposed to make deals with Hell?” she asked.
“Correct.  Which is why it’s taking so long for the dream team to come up with a contract.”
“Why are you involved?” she asked.
I’d been waiting for that question the whole walk to Church Street.  She hadn’t said a word though.
“Last time Hell came to Earth to play, I was involved.”
“The demon chick?” she asked.
“Yes. Lilith,” I said.  “Hell isn’t possessing people, so they needed a third party to send the message.  Eirwen and her cousin Neeve just took over as rulers of the realm on Fairie that Declan had to give up, which gives them power to spare to open portals.  By tracking me down, Hell sends a multitude of messages all at once.”
“Wait… there’s a lot to unpack in all that,” she said, dark eyes intense.  “I have questions.”
A tall dude brought us our shakes, ignoring me and smiling at Veronica.  She didn’t appear to notice him.
“You got played by the demon?”
“Yeah.  Thought you’d ask about the whole Declan ruling a part of Fairie first,” I said.
“Pfft,” she scoffed.  “I’m rapidly becoming immune to being surprised by anything about that witch.  My question is why he didn’t rule all of Fairie.”
“He didn’t want to rule any of it.  He’s an anti-ruler type.”
“Damn good thing or we’d all be his oppressed servants,” she said.  “Now, about this demon chick… I’m guessing she was gorgeous,” she said, leaning forward.
“Good guess.”
“She as hot as that evil elf girl?”
“Hotter.  Painfully, magically hot.”
“And you sealed the deal with her?  Tapped the dark side?”
“Ouch,” I said with a wince.  “But yes.”
“Hah.  So that’s it,” she said, taking a sip of her shake, eyes locked on me.
“What’s what?”
“I heard from every witch in Arcane and half the psychic girls that you were a player,” she said.  “But you haven’t been seen with a girl at all this semester.  Didn’t make sense; now it does.”
“Now you know… the player got played,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice.
“And stopped playing,” she added.
“Yeah.  Game over.”
She sat back and looked at me, her expression… quizzical, maybe?  I’ve never used that word before, but it just popped into my head.
“You lose one game and you quit?” she asked.
I snorted, unable to contain it.  “Fell under the spell of a duchess of Hell, almost turned over my best friend—who happens to be humanity’s best hope for avoiding extinction from two directions—and tried to kill my sister,” I said.
“Well, it does sound bad when you say it like that,” she allowed, sipping her shake.  She swallowed, then smiled.  “So don’t say it like that.  Say it like this… you got fooled by one of the most powerful demons in Hell, who has been entrapping humans since time began, and when your sister—who is pretty badass, by the way—intervened, you came to your senses and helped save humanity’s hope before he got dragged away.”
I had to take a sip of my own chocolatey bliss before I could think of something to say.  “You already knew the story from Jetta.”
“Jetta, Britta, Erika, Zuzanna, Dellwood, most of the werewolf pack, and a bunch of other kids,” she said.  “What I want to know is why she didn’t kill you.  She murdered—no, the word I heard is slaughtered—everyone else who came in contact with her.  But not you.”
“You think she left me as a compromised piece on the board.”
“Word is you stabbed her in the leg with an anti-demon knife, whatever the hell that is,” she said.  “Sounds like the kind of thing a demon would slaughter anyone over.”
“Obsidian and Zirconium oxide blade that Declan gave me.  Special knife,” I said, although it was now a mildly damaged knife
“Not really an answer to my question, but very deflecting.  Wait, you have it on you right now, don’t you?” she asked, looking me over above the table, then glancing under it too.
Of course, that caught the attention of the dudes who were still watching her.
I patted my backpack quickly, trying to stop her from drawing more attention.  Too late.
“If you don’t see anything you like under there, take a look under our table,” one of the three said to her.
Her attention shifted to them and something else shifted about her.  She usually carried herself with total confidence: confidence in her looks, status, intelligence.  It was a little intimidating.  Now though, she was suddenly extremely intimidating, her eyes focused without warmth or humor on the trio in the booth.  “You shitheads can’t mind your own business?  You think we want any input from you?” she asked in a cold, dangerous voice.  It wasn’t the words which weren’t all that nasty, it was that her entire demeanor had transformed into something that was so obviously dangerous, so completely deadly that you understood the peril that faced you deep in your core.
They froze, eyes wide.  Hell, I froze.  She had slipped from hot and haughty coed to deadly wicked witch in a split second.  When they didn’t say another word, she turned that intense gaze my way, one brow up.
“Holy shit.  You just reminded me of Katrina,” I said.
She frowned and I plunged ahead.  “Vampire fixer for Tanya.  Scary as fuck,” I said, a little awestruck.  The trio of wannabe studs was leaving the restaurant in a hurry, just leaving their garbage on the table and stumbling out the door.
“Scary as a vampire?” she asked.
“Not just any vampire.  Katrina.  Queen’s Deadly Kat.  Lydia, Tanya’s right hand, told us that she was famous—or maybe infamous—the Darkkin Coven for being a killer psycho.  Has killed dozens if not hundreds of vampires.”
“Us?”
“Me and Declan.”
“You throw names and connections around with the most powerful people in the world like it’s nothing,” she said, taking another sip.  “Was this Katrina threatening you?”
“What?  No.  She actually likes Declan and maybe by extension, me.  She was sent to Arcane when it first started to watch over Declan and my sister and, well, me.”
“She likes you?”
“Not likes like.  She tolerates me.  Likes Declan… in a platonic way.  Absolutely loves Wytch War.  Says it lets her indulge her dark thoughts.  Anyway, you were very convincing as the kind of badass witch people shouldn’t fuck with.”
“If I can drive them off, I don’t have to hurt them,” she said.
“And if they don’t run away?”
She just smiled and stood up.  “Can we go back to Arcane now? I have some work to do,” she said.
“Like I’m stupid enough to argue with you,” I said.
“You know, Mack, sometimes when they run, I still hunt them down.  Can’t wait for the next Mack hunt,” she said over her shoulder as she sashayed out the door.
Something told me I better start planning now.  Like, this afternoon.
“And I do want to see your knife,” she added.  “It sounds… impressive.”




Chapter 11

The walk to the shake shop had been silent; the walk back to Arcane was anything but.
 
She glanced at me a couple times as we strolled up Church Street, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out why.
 
“You’re kind of fierce,” I said after her second glance.
 
“I’m a witch.  Comes with the territory.”
 
“Sure,” I agreed.  “But fierceness lies on a gradient.  Your fierce is kinda far up it.  In my opinion.”
 
“But you’re not a witch,” she pointed out.
 
“Live and hide among dozens,” I said.
 
“I was expecting you to play the roomie card,” she said.
 
“He’s not fierce.  Far from it.  Stacia is fierce.  Declan is a teddy bear.  Unless”—I raised one finger— “you attack him, or worse, his people.  Then he’s just sudden death.  But you, my witchy friend, are fierce.”
 
“You think we’re friends?” she asked, her tone soft.
 
“Well, I think you hang out with my sister—a lot.  So, you better be friends with her and not just using her for something.  And I think you and I are more than just acquaintances.  We shared chocolate shakes together.”
 
“That’s the defining moment of friendship, is it?” she asked lightly.
 
“I don’t just sit down for shakes with anybody.”
 
“I heard a warning in your statement,” she said.
 
“Good.  Turns out that I’m pretty fierce about Jetta.”
 
“No shit.  You two killed a whole pack of werewolves by yourselves.”
 
“Well, most of a pack.  But they all died in the end, so I guess that counts.”
 
She snorted but didn’t comment.
 
“What brings a fierce witch like you to Vermont? And don’t give me that crap about trying to snare Declan.”
 
She didn’t answer right away, but after a few moments she spoke, and her voice was quiet.
 
“You wouldn’t understand what this school is,” she said.  “No, you couldn’t understand—you weren’t born into a witch family, into a Circle.”
 
“Okay.  Point taken,” I said.  “What is it?”
 
“Survival, advancement, a chance,” she said.
 
“Okay I get the advancement part.  I kind of understand how impressive the curriculum became once Ashling started to take an interest, not to mention Dec.”
 
“I don’t think you really do.  This isn’t like comparing a community college to Harvard.  It’s way beyond that,” she said.  “All Circles are not equal.  The old European and Asian Circles have hoarded knowledge that American Circles don’t have.”
 
“And the Irish ones are near the top,” I said.
 
She snorted.  “Near? They are the top.  And your buddy’s family came from one that is arguably among the very best.  Word of what is taught here by Ashling effing Irwin spread like lightning.  Then there’s the whole portal crafting that Declan brought back from Fairie.”
 
“Okay, I get it.  A chance to learn here is worth its weight in gold.”
 
“Given how few spots there are, considering all the weres that take up space and the single-power kids, it’s more valuable than that.  You want to see fierce? Check out the competition to win a place at Arcane.”
 
“You must be pretty good to win one,” I suggested.  Honestly, I’d had no idea.  The first witches to come to Arcane were automatically guaranteed their spots every year, but I never paid attention to how the others got picked.
 
“The school says it has fifty spots for witches.  Should be more, but that’s what they allow.  There are seven remaining first witches.  That leaves forty-three spots.  Not even one for each state in the country.  It’s not just picking a witch from your Circle; it’s one from six or seven Circles.  Only way to do that is a contest.  A fierce contest.”
 
“Good,” I said.  She whipped around and stared at me.  “Good that it’s not about everyone trying to snare Dec,” I added.
 
“That is still a component, but it’s in second place to gaining knowledge of Crafting,” she said.
 
“Which is why the girls who did get in look like beauty pageant contestants,” I said, waving a hand up and down in her direction.
 
She smiled.  “Charmer.”
 
“What knowledge are you trying to get?” I asked.  “Portals? Advanced energy manipulation?”
 
“Those are valuable,” she agreed.
 
“But...” I pressed. 
 
“Advanced healing is important too,” she said casually.  “After all, Demidova hasn’t been cleared to release their vampire-based medicines yet.  And Ashling knows healing.”
 
“You know Veronica, you don’t look even slightly ill.  And believe me when I say that I’ve looked.”
 
She gave me another smile, but it faded away as something else occurred to her.  “You think I’m that self-centered?”
 
“No, actually I was baiting you.  Who’s sick? Family member?”
 
She came to a sudden stop, whirling in place to face me, eyes narrowed.  I just waited, head tilted a little as I studied her.  She took a breath and then let it out.
 
“My little sister.  Virulent cancer.  Brain.”
 
I studied her some more.  She was telling the truth, as near as I could tell.  She frowned, but it was an angry kind of frown.
 
I held up one hand.  “Forgive me.  I’ve learned to be careful around beautiful women,” I said.  Then I reached into the neckline of my shirt and pulled out the handful of necklaces I habitually wear.  Declan Crafted anti-spell amulet, Chris Gordon Zuni fetish, my uncle’s dog tags, and a little, tiny metal pill vial.
 
I took the last one off my neck and handed it to her.  She just looked at it, her angry frown turning to a confused one.
 
“It contains Chris Gordon’s blood.  Give it to your sister.”
 
Her head jerked up, dark chocolate eyes widening as they met mine.
 
“I know.  Valuable beyond words.  I’ll have a new one by bedtime.”
 
Her confusion turned to questioning. 
 
“They give them to Declan.  He’s got a bunch.  It’s like his health insurance plan, or maybe the world’s health insurance plan.  He makes sure that Jetta and I have one each.  Send it to your sister.  It might cure her, or at the very least vastly improve her condition.  Right, Omega?”
 
“Brianna Cornelius is fighting a particularly malignant glioblastoma.  Nonetheless, Chris’s blood has a better than seventy-six percent chance of putting her in remission,” he said from my phone.
 
Her eyes were huge, her expression frozen for so long, I got worried. 
 
“You don’t even know me,” she said.  “I could have lied, or maybe I don’t care about my sister at all and I’ll sell this for like a million bucks.”
 
I snorted.  “Please; it’s gotta be worth tens of millions.  Omega?”
 
“I would estimate bids of well over twenty million, Mack.”
 
I held up one finger.  “First, my sister is an excellent judge of character.  She wouldn’t be hanging around with you otherwise.  Second, you don’t understand the whole Omega thing, do you?”
 
She just stared at my two fingers, stunned.
 
“He already knows your sister’s entire medical history so had you lied, he would have told me,” I said, patting the Bluetooth in my ear.  I started forward again but she didn’t take a step.  Instead, she tilted her head to one side, realization blooming across her face.  Then she frowned and looked down at the tiny container.
 
“I have no way to get this to her,” she said.
 
“If you mean mail or package delivery service, I wouldn’t trust it to that anyway.  But Veronica, you’re a witch.  You can just portal it to her.”
 
Worry flashed across her face, then embarrassment.  “Mack, I don’t have any idea of how to create a portal.  That’s one of the things I’m here to learn.”
 
“I know, but I do.  I’ll teach you.  It’ll be a perfect learning experience.”
 
“You’re not a witch.”
 
“This I know,” I said.  “What does that have to do with portals?  The Watchers of the Veil on Fairie aren’t witches either.  Portals are basically magical technology.  It’s all formulas, diagrams, and geometry, for the most part.  Yeah, I don’t have control over magical energy, but I can still do spells as long as I have a source of power, which I do.  Now, connecting an artifact of power to a portal would be a problem for me, but not you.”
 
“How do you know the, ah, coordinates, if that’s what you even call them?”
 
“Excellent question,” I said, nodding in the direction of the school.  She nodded, falling into step alongside me.  “Normally a witch has to see a place, usually in person, long enough to form a solid memory of what that location looked, smelled, and felt like.  Then they have to understand how to plot that location in time and space.  That takes some time to get a hold of.  I have a pretty good handle on it but have never seen your hometown.  Wait, where are you from?”
 
“Texas,” she said, pushing a strand of dark hair behind her ear.  “Conroe, Texas.  Just north of Houston.”
 
“Weird name for a town.  Anyway, there’s a couple of different ways to go about it, but Omega is present in Conroe, so he can show us enough to put it all together.”
 
“You are correct, Mack.  I am absolutely present in Conroe.  We will have no problems with this.”
 
“How does Declan do it?” she asked.
 
“I wouldn’t spend a lot of time pondering how Declan does things.  Listen to what he teaches but don’t think you’ll ever be able to emulate his own way of crafting.  His aunt says that he was born understanding magic.  It’s his first language.  Now days, he is connected to Mother Earth and just...  knows things.”
 
“So not helpful,” she said.
 
“There are savants that understand things at such a level that they can’t really convey it to others.  He’s not like that.  Once he understands a magical concept, he can tear it apart and put it into lay witches’ terms.”
 
“Lay witches?” she asked, one brow arched.  “Is that your personal term for witches like Erika?”
 
“And the snark is back,” I said.
 




Chapter 12

“What’s this?  Private lessons?” my sister asked from the doorway.
I looked up from my perusal of the spell matrix chalked onto the cellar floor.  Arcane is a big building and has no fewer than four separate basement rooms.  We were in the littlest one reserved for spell practice.
“Sending a care package home,” I said, waving at Veronica, who was kneeling on the floor, chalk in hand.
“I thought care packages came from home?” Jetta asked. I could see Sierra peering over her shoulder.
“Family emergency,” I said as Veronica leaned back on her heels and looked at the girls.
“My little sister is sick.  Really sick.  Mack gave me… a cure,” she said, puffing a strand of inky black hair out of her face.
Jetta looked around the floor, studying the spell, and then her eyes alighted on the metal vial on its neck chain.  Her head snapped up; eyes wide.
“Brain cancer,” I said.  “We haven’t covered that in class yet,” I said with a smirk.
“Shit, Ronnie. I didn’t know,” Jetta said, maybe a little hurt.
Veronica looked down, her expression a little bleak.  She shrugged.  “I don’t go around advertising it.”
“But it’s why you’re here?” Jetta asked.  When we were each conceived, I got most of the mechanical smarts while she clearly got the emotional intelligence.
“Partly,” Veronica said.  “Mostly,” she admitted.
“Shit, I would have given you mine.  Still will if it’s needed.  Where’s the chaga?” my sister asked, looking at me.
“We tried chaga,” Veronica said, confused.  “It only slowed it down.”
“She means that we should put the God Hammer blood into chaga tea to bring up the overall effectiveness,” I said with a sigh.
“You forgot,” Jetta said.
“I forgot.  I’ll have to run to my room,” I said.
“No, you should have some in the trauma kit in your bookbag,” she said.  “I packed both of ours and made sure chaga was in them.”
I opened my bag and pulled out the pouch with the red cross on the front.  Inside, among the chest seals, Israeli bandage, compression gauze, clotting agent suffused trauma pads, and the CAT tourniquet, was a double-walled stainless cup with a tight lid.  Inside was a bag of powdered chaga fungus, a small bottle of water, and a single tiny magic capacitor.
Jetta took the cup out of my hands and snagged my blood vial off the floor.  “I’ll do this; you make sure the portal is right.  How did you get the coordinates anyway?”
“Omega has drones in Houston.  Not far from where Ronnie lives,” I said with a smirk at the witch.
“You sure it’s right?” Jetta asked carefully.
“No.  That’s why we’re going to get it finished and then ask the teacher for a grade,” I said.
“Hmm.  Good idea.  Um, is your family home?” she asked Veronica.
“Yeah. I’ve been texting Brianna.  I don’t think she believes me, but she’s there.”
“That looks done… is it done?” Jetta asked me.  Sierra was standing closer to the door, eyes wide as she took in the big chalk diagram.
“Yeah, we just have to make the capacitor circle and connect it,” I said, pulling out my biggest magic capacitor from my bookbag.
“I have alerted Father and he has paused the movie they are watching,” Omega said through Veronica’s cell phone.  “Here he is now.”
Three separate microdrones flitted out from dark corners of the room and almost immediately a holographic image of Declan flickered to life right next to me.
“Hey guys,” he said, sounding like he was in the room with us.
“We need an assessment,” I said, waving at the floor.
He tilted his head and read the spell.  “Texas.  Close to Houston.  Big ranch style on Hubbard Way in the city of… Conroe.  Should open a nine-inch circle above the patio in the back.  What are you sending?”
Jetta held up the metal cup in her left hand, her right one dripping the blood from the vial into it.  She capped it and started to shake it like a bartender, then touched the little magic battery to the cup.
Declan’s eyebrows raised up before he looked at me. 
“Veronica’s little sister,” I said.  He nodded once. 
“Circle is bigger than you need.  Waste of energy.  Veronica, change that glyph from horcut to tornote.  It will shrink it to about five inches in diameter, which is plenty, and save a bunch of energy.  Mack, you could use your next smaller capacitor, or I could just…”
Veronica looked up from the Elvish rune chart she was studying to look at my buddy.
“Really, from home?  When you’re just a projection?” I asked.  I was honestly curious because there seemed little that he couldn’t do now days.
“Yeah.  Not really a thing.  Least I can do, since I can’t stop tornadoes, cyclones, tsunamis, or volcanos.”
“Boss cut you off?” I asked.
“Says it defeats the whole culling thing,” he said, carefully casual.  He couldn’t fool me though.  He was hurting.  All the power of the world and he wasn’t allowed to help people with it.
“This doesn’t count?”
“What’s a single person compared to millions living in the blast zone of a big volcano?” he said.
I glanced at my sister, who was studying him with concern.  She looked at me and gave a tiny head shake.
“What do you think our chances are?” I asked carefully, nodding at the cup in my sister’s hand.
“One hundred percent, even if I have to go there in person and take care of it myself,” he said, turning to look at me.  Nobody said a word, but I gave him a little nod. 
He shook himself and smiled.  “I doubt that will be necessary, Veronica.  I once reattached a dude’s arm with that mixture.”
“Why?” she asked him, eyes wide.
He frowned.  “Because it got torn off by this big spirit monster.”
“No, why would you help my sister?” she asked.
“Because your friends”—he waved at Jetta and me—“are my friends and they volunteered the blood I gave them.  Which tells me all I need to know.  So we’re going to damn well make sure your sister…”
“Brianna,” I supplied.
“Thanks.  Make sure Brianna is fully healed,” he said.  “Let’s have her step outside and I’ll power up the portal.  You did a good job, by the way.”
Veronica was uncharacteristically quiet as she picked up her phone and touched the screen.
“Yeah?” a young female voice answered.
“Bri, step out on the patio,” Veronica said, looking at me.
“You’re not joking about this?” her sister asked.
“Hi Brianna, I’m Mack.  We’re serious as a heart attack,” I said.
“Mack, huh.  I’ve heard about you,” she said, her voice sly.  I felt my own brows go up.
“Never mind that. Bri, just get in position,” Veronica said, carefully not looking my way.
“Okay, I’m here.  How are you going to power this thing, anyway?  I thought it took a ton of magic?”
“We have some help,” I said and Declan pointed at the matrix, not even bothering to pretend to holographically touch it.  The portal instantly powered up, the little circle in the middle becoming a perfect looking glass.
“Here it comes,” Jetta said, dropping the sealed cup through the opening.
“Holy shit, it worked!  How did you learn to do that, Ronnie?”
“I’ve got friends in high places, Bri,” she said, smiling at Declan, Jetta, and finally me.  “Now drink that all down, right now, or I’ll have to reach through the portal and smack you one.”
“Goddess, this is horrible,” her sister said. 
“What comes next?” Veronica asked, looking from me to Declan.  I looked at my buddy for him to answer.
“Brianne, my name is Declan.  You’re going to get tired in a few minutes.  Just kick back and rest.  After that, you’ll get hungry.  The mixture fires up your own immune system to supernatural levels.”
“Did you say Declan?”
“Told you, sis. High places,” Veronica said to her phone.
“Omega, can you scan her in a couple of days or does she need to see her doctors?” Declan asked.
“My onsite drones can do a preliminary scan in about forty-eight hours.  If that shows improvement, then a full workup by her doctors would be called for, Father.”
“If it doesn’t show improvement, we’ll come down in person and get medieval on it,” Declan said.
“Ronnie?” Brianne’s voice was suddenly extremely vulnerable.
Veronica lifted her phone and turned off the speaker, putting it to her ear as she stepped away to talk with her sister.
“Thanks, D,” I said.
He just waved it away like it was nothing.  Then he turned his head away, looking over his shoulder at nothing.  “Oh, yeah, right. Thanks, Stacia.  Mack, hold out your hand,” he said.
I did, palm up.  Across the room, Veronica was watching as she continued to talk.  Declan put his closed hand over my outstretched palm and opened it.  A tiny glass vial of deep red dropped into my palm… from his holographic hand… without a portal.
My sister coughed, a startled kind of sound, and I saw Veronica freeze as she witnessed the impossible.  Sierra didn’t understand what had happened except that something had just happened.
“Okay, gotta get back to movie night.  The whole pack is here, and the peanut gallery is loud.  Oh, also, Stacia says she’s going to ask Jenks to put her gang of killers on the roster for Mack Hunting.  She says you are officially warned.”
Then he was just gone, leaving me staring at the glass vial in my hand.




Chapter 13

“Alright, let’s stop there,” Jenks commanded.  Immediately everyone froze in mid-grapple.  We were drilling in judo throws, everyone with a partner, switching back and forth and running through three different types of throws.
“We have just enough time left for some housekeeping.  Sutton the Elder?  You got your ducks in a row for Friday night?”
“Yes sir,” I said, stepping over to my gear bag and pulling out a slightly crumpled envelope.  I handed it to Jenks, who immediately opened it.  He grunted and glanced at me, interest in his gaze.  Then he produced a standard six-sided white die from his pocket and rolled it on the ground.  Five little dots were revealed.  Each dot on the die corresponded to five minutes for me to outlast my hunters.  Ones and twos were ignored and rethrown but three, four, five or six determined my chase time.
“Twenty-five minutes,” he said loudly to the entire class. 
“Yes!” Veronica said with entirely too much enthusiasm.
“My next question was going to be who is representing the magically inclined for this one, but you partially answered my question.  Who else is with you, Miss Cornelius?”
“Me,” Tersa said. 
“Me.” Alice Morloft raised one hand.
“And finally, me,” Zuzanna said.
“So, we have one of each, then,” Jenks said.  “Fire”—pointing to Zuzanna—“Earth”—now Tersa—“Air”—Alice—“and finally, water.” Veronica.  “Where does this all kick off from, Sutton?”
“The Davis Student Union,” I said.
Everyone was silent for a moment, then Dellwood started laughing.  “Oh my god, that’s hysterical,” he said.
“Wait, I thought it was always in a forest or something?” Tersa asked Jenks.
“It’s wherever Sutton choses… within reason.  Hunting an opponent across a crowded college campus is a very real scenario. In fact, it has happened on that very campus already.”
“Are you re-enacting the demon lady hunt, Macky?” Dellwood asked. 
“No, but I’ve heard a lot about how hard it was, so I’ve been saving it for a rainy day—which Friday is forecasted to be,” I said.
“What’s his lead time, Mr. Jenks?” Veronica asked, frowning at me.
Jenks rolled the dice again, and it landed with the four up. “Four minutes head start.”
“Awesome,” I said.
“It sure will be,” Veronica promised.  “And I happen to love the rain,” the Water witch added.
Friday rolled around after a week of constant questions by my fellow students about my tactics.  They completely ignored the fact that I never share my ideas with anyone. 
Of course, I’ve had many seemingly random, off-the-cuff discussions with Dec about various witch-related topics as well as werewolf thoughts, all aimed at gathering enough intel to formulate tactical plans for escape and evasion.  I’m sure he’s not fooled by my questions, but he plays along and doesn’t ask questions I won’t answer.
With none of my evasion missions lasting longer than thirty minutes, you might be wondering about all the fuss.  Special operators in the military, air force pilots, and espionage types all practice escape and evasion with multiday exercises, so how hard could thirty minutes be?
Unbelievably hard.  Humans with dogs are tough, but what if the human could smell scent like a dog and cover terrain at the same speed, all while retaining their human brain?  What if the chase force could track a fugitive with a strand of their hair, smash them with telekinetic power, or put a wall of flame in their path?
Declan’s aunt routinely finds lost hikers in less time than it takes the highly trained search and rescue teams to even arrive on site.  On a side note: I don’t think I would fare well in an evasion contest with Ashling O’Carroll.
So, fifteen to thirty minutes is a big deal.  And it teaches the weres and witches better skills at hunting opponents, teaches everyone new ideas about escape, and keeps the supernaturals just slightly humble.
The magic hour arrived and I was on deck for my latest footrace.  Hah, footrace—ironic—aww, never mind; it will become clear what I mean.
Jenks stood next to me on the main floor of the UVM Student Union building.  Behind us, the four witches were lined up, all wearing green UVM sweatshirts, black leggings, and LL Bean boots.  Each also carried a compact umbrella for the wet conditions outside. 
Myself, I was cool and comfortable in black track pants, a gray synthetic runner’s shirt, a blue windbreaker, and white running shoes.  A small crossbody sling bag completed my loadout.
“You ready, Sutton?” Jenks asked, eyeing my gear like I was a few cards shy of a full deck.
“Yup.”
“Well, good luck then.”
“You’ll need it!” Zuzanna said.
“Three, two, one, go!” Jenks said, hitting a button on his stopwatch, which was an old-school analog type, not digital.
I took off out the doors and into the rain, running at my standard steady jog, the drops cool and wet against my face, which helped to calm my racing heart.
I ran out to the main road, across it, and between the buildings on the other side.  My white shoes, which I had carried to the Davis Center in my sling bag while wearing shower flip-flops, immediately turned red as the water splashed them.  Not magic, just good old-fashioned chemistry. 
As I ran, I peeled off my windbreaker and turned it inside out.  It was now black like my pants.  Next, I reached into the sling bag, opened a Ziploc baggie, and pulled a handful of clay balls, each the size of a regular marble.  These I slung to my left and right before picking up my pace, my path taking me through the University Heights area.  A trio of students gaped at my flagrant littering. 
“Don’t worry; they biodegrade.  It’s a research project,” I said as I splashed on by.
I checked my dad’s watch—two minutes gone.  I stopped, unzipped the ankles of my pants, then took them off over my shoes.  Jacket off, I pulled off the running shirt, revealing a maroon UMass track and field tank top that matched my black UMass compression shorts.  I rolled up the clothes and stuffed them in my sling bag, then yanked out a realistic blond wig which covered my short dark brown hair.
Another handful of clay marbles strewn about and I was back to running.  I headed straight to the athletic complex, running right past the three UMass travel buses parked outside the gymnasium, and right into the crowd of students, athletes, and coaches.  Today was a major indoor track event for both the men’s and women’s teams, one that had continued right into the early evening.
As I passed each bus, I made a series of quick right-handed wrist snaps that flung clay balls inside and under each of the three buses.  Then I stepped into the massive sports complex and dropped four slightly larger balls in four separate trashcans as I moved through athletes wearing green and gold or maroon and black.  Heading toward the back of the building, I glanced at my watch, which showed me that eight minutes had elapsed.  The witch pack was surely on my trail by now.
I raced around a corner and slid to a sudden stop, almost piling into a crowd of UMass lady athletes who blocked the hall from side to side.  Athletic young women, clad in formfitting sports attire, sitting, standing, and stretching, a sight that normally I would be happy to pause and soak in. 
“Who the fuck are you?” a rather attractive if serious Black runner demanded.  The blonde next to her was just as pretty and frowning almost as hard.
“You’re not on the men’s team,” the first girl stated.
“We know everyone on our teams,” the blonde added.
Just my luck.
“Excuse me, ladies. No time to chat; I’m late,” I said, running backward till I was even with the main gymnasium.  The place was an orderly madhouse of events, noisy and colorful as the two Division One teams fought for dominance.
“Hey, where are you going?” a female voice said behind me.
I turned to face the two UMass track girls who hadn’t given up, but my eyes were immediately distracted by two other female forms at the far end of the gym, these two wearing green sweatshirts.  Zuzanna and Tersa were already hunting the crowd and here I was, just a hundred feet away, getting braced down by loud and increasingly angry athletes.
“Last minute addition,” I said to the UMass girls, but my eyes kept straying to the witches.  Damn, they had caught up faster than I thought.
Declan tells me time and again not to leave my hair, fingernails, or other DNA behind for any witch to pick up and spell me with.  He religiously uses a burn spell to remove any trace of his own DNA, and if he’s around me, he does the same for his best ex-roomie.  But I hadn’t had the pleasure of that housecleaning in at least a week and I knew for a fact that the hunting witches would have scored samples of my hair by any means necessary.
So instead, the little clay balls I was strewing about all had tiny chopped-up bits of my hair in them to dilute the signal, at least in theory.  Yet here they were, right up on my ass.
Something about my expression must have caught the UMass girls’ attention because they turned to look where I was looking, and I think they noticed my pursuers right off the bat.  Actually, it would be hard not to, what with the attention that Tersa and Zuzanna were starting to get.
Inside each of the four big balls of clay were folded slips of paper that had hair from each of the four witches taped to them; hair I had fought hard to obtain.  And the slips of paper had spells written on them.  Now, I can’t use magic, nor am I allowed to use a magic battery or capacitor to power any spells during the evasion.  But these spells were written to be powered and triggered by the magic of the very witches who hunted me.  When they slung magic to track me and it made contact with the balls, the spell was activated.  A spell that brought them lots of attention.  Not really a lust spell, and certainly not a love spell—those are extremely dangerous.  Just a sort of look at me spell.
I got the idea from seeing Eirwen and feeling the power of her glamour.  A chat with Declan had revealed that Eirwen’s power increased her charisma and attractiveness, overwhelming human thinking.  In fact, that same combination had been my own downfall with Lilith.  But this little spell just sort of gathered attention, suggesting to nearby humans that the witches might be celebrities or something.  It didn’t hurt that Arcane’s female witch population actually look like they should be movie stars.
“Whoa, who are they?” the blonde UMass runner asked.
Clearly forgotten, I backpedaled to put more distance between me and my hunters.  With everyone else moving toward them, my opposite motion caught Tersa’s eye.  She studied my blond hair for a moment before yelling something to Zuzanna.  By now, I was at the far end doors and the two witches were facing crowds of students who looked like they were seeing their favorite movie stars.
I ducked out, stepping back into the rain.  My watch told me that almost ten minutes had elapsed.  The windbreaker came back out of my pack and covered my UMass shirt.  It hadn’t been that hard to get the other college’s clothing.  In normal times, I would have just ordered it online from the UMass store.  But without gasoline, shipping was limited to electric vehicles, so only essentials were moving around the country.  We still had the internet, so posting a want ad on the campus online bulletin board had quickly produced a UMass transferee willing to sell.  In thirteen thousand students, there were pretty good odds of finding one guy with the right stuff.
Jacket zipped up, I headed to my right.  Till now, I had been making a fast, straight line to the south, but now I turned southwest and moved at a slower pace.  Witches have many ways to track someone.  Sympathetic magic, using hair or DNA, is the easiest, but in this case, I had spread so much of my hair around that scrying for me would be much harder, the signals diluted.  An Air witch like Alice could listen to the wind sometimes to catch a hint of a person of interest, but the wind in Burlington, as I may have mentioned, comes from the west.  I had moved south, and it was raining hard.  She would have trouble getting even a glimmer from the air, but Veronica would be right at home with all that water. 
By moving slowly, almost leisurely, as opposed to my earlier running pace, I wasn’t sending any particular signals through the water.  Declan had said that a witch could feel things through their element and in a water-rich environment, Veronica could feel things like a spider on a web.
So I moved kind of like the criminal who walks casually away from a crime.  At least, that’s what I hoped.  I was up to fourteen minutes expended, over half my required time, and headed for my final point.  Getting there early wouldn’t be a help because unlike my last run, I wasn’t going to climb a tree to hide from a wolf. 
UVM has four campuses, with Redstone being the farthest from the academic center.  My destination was one of the biggest dormitory structures on Redstone, and it was over a quarter mile away from my current spot.
Rain sleeted down heavier than before, and the dark gray clouds lowered the reduced daylight to full-on dusk; dark enough to trigger the campus lights coming on early.
I splashed through puddle after puddle, thoroughly soaked, my body cooling rapidly.  After another five minutes, massive five-story buildings suddenly loomed ahead; the upperclassmen-dominated apartment lofts on Redstone campus.  The asphalt road and sidewalk wound under the spot where the two buildings blended together, a protected area at least sixty feet across and two stories high. 
It also created a natural choke point, perfect to trap prey.  And in this scenario, I was prey.  The only consolation was that the underpass cut off the rain, greatly expanding the visibility around me.
My envelope to Jenks had indicated my chosen terrain and final destination, but he hadn’t shared that with the hunting party.  It would be automatic game over if they knew where I was headed, so they were required to fly blind, so to speak.  But my fellow Arcane students are anything but stupid.
I slowed my pace a bit further, attempting to scan the area out beyond my temporary shelter, out through the sheeting rain.  Visibility was down to fifteen yards tops, so there was nothing for it but to trudge on.
I passed underneath the apartment complex, bike racks on either side of me, entrances to each building available, the lighting excellent.  Both lobbies showed plenty of signs of student life: kids posted up at tables or lounge chairs, studying, writing, or just shooting the shit.
It wasn’t till I was halfway across the protected area that I saw her.  She leaned against the doorway of the building on my left, her hair and clothes perfectly dry despite the fact that her umbrella remained collapsed.  Water witches.




Chapter 14

I stopped, my gaze locked onto hers.  Black eyes that glittered with interest under the overhead lights.  She scanned me from my head to my feet and back, a tiny smile forming on her red lips.  Hard to decide if it was a predatory smile or something else.  But here I was, caught out in the open, lit up, dripping wet.
Her head tilted and she frowned slightly then pointed at her hair, her eyes locked on mine.  Without thought, I reached up and touched the soggy wig that was weighing on my head.  I tugged it off and her face lit up in a delighted smile.  She nodded once in agreement before standing up from her restful pose.  She held up one hand and made a pulling gesture.  The rain falling in sheets in front and behind me bent inward, toward me.
If she slung a spell directly at me, it would either bounce off my warded amulet or, worse, bounce back at her.  Veronica would never forget that twice.  But she was perfectly clear to use her magic to send water at me.  I was almost dead center of the sixty-foot dry zone, but both streams of water were already reaching for me, and the droplets were banding together, becoming golf-ball-sized as they headed right for me.
Jenks always says to attack into an ambush, so I did just that, immediately racing straight at her like I was going to tackle her or something.
That startled her, slightly, but as she braced herself for hand-to-hand combat, I suddenly shot off to my right, running alongside the end of the building, back in my desired direction.  The bending rain shifted to follow, but only a small amount was able to hit me head on, the rest coming in at angles or from directly behind.
It hurt.  Blasted by a high-pressure garden hose in the face while getting punched in the back by two or three fire hoses.  It was hold my breath or drown standing up, my eyes clenched against the pounding water.  My personal body shield would have protected me, and I won’t lie… I was sorely tempted to activate it.  But Suttons are stubborn, and that tech was still secret, so I put my head down and pushed through, my left hand brushing the glass, my eyes squinted and looking straight down.  Once I was out from under the lofts, the pressure lessened enough that I could catch a breath and open my eyes fully.  I moved into a full sprint, Veronica cursing sharply behind me.
I shoved my right hand into my sling bag, reaching for my final ace in the hole.  Wrapped in my sister’s least favorite silk scarf was a set of four literal aces.  A heart for Fire, a club for Air, a diamond for Earth, and a spade for Water.  Each was overwritten with glyphs and runes drawn with hardened gold glue, so my fingers were able to find the spade by touch alone.  To be honest, it was the topmost one, as I had an inkling that Veronica was likely to be my biggest challenge.
Behind me I could hear her.  “Stop, Sutton!  It’s over!”
My feet carried me to the center of the road and I flung that ace of spades down onto the manhole cover set right in the asphalt, and then reached for more speed. 
“So be it!” she yelled.  I put my head down and ran like a grenade was about to go off behind me.
Actually, it did sound like a bomb—a dull, whumping sort of bomb.  The card, another prepared spell, reacted to the wave of magic Veronica threw at the storm—in my direction.  Once activated, the spell reached down directly below the card and pulled whatever fluid it found.  The force of the pull was directly proportional to the force of the power the witch threw.  Veronica wasn’t kidding around.
The main sewer for the apartment complex blew with the force of a mini tsunami.  A glance over my shoulder showed a column of waste shooting straight up, thirty feet high.  Veronica was much closer to the splashdown than I was.
I ran for my goal line.  Dad’s watch told me that twenty-three minutes had elapsed. 
The choice before me was to either run around behind several buildings before swinging around the far side of the safety dorm or run a shorter, faster direct line that left me exposed to the witch behind me.
I chose the direct route even though I was starting to get winded.  Cardio training is important, but when you add adrenaline to the mix, your heart beats even faster.  Being the target of a witch’s attack, even knowing she wasn’t trying to kill me, sent my adrenal glands into overdrive.
A glance over my shoulder showed a furious Veronica running after me.  Despite her boots, she was doing a damn good job of keeping up with me.  Reaching the side of the dorm, I slipped and sloshed around the corner headed for the front door—and immediately slammed to a stop.
A slim female figure waited on the front steps, dressed all in black.  She had dark hair and dark eyes, but it wasn’t Veronica.  Her snow-white skin gave me all the information I needed to identify her.
“Katrina!” I huffed.
“Ah, there you are, Sutton.  What took you so long?” Katrina Westing asked with a smirk, hipshot with her arms folded.
“Why…” was all I got out before I was tackled from behind.  I fought the tackle, skidding forward, staying upright until my left foot slipped in the mud.  Suddenly I was slamming forward to hit the concrete sidewalk face first.  Long hair covered my face as Veronica landed on top of me, arms around my waist.
“Ow, that looks painful,” Katrina said.  “But if I understand your rules, and I do, then because your face is on the concrete you win—if the time is right,” she said, glancing at her watch.
I could see her because my head was turned in her direction and her words managed to get through the massive burst of pain radiating through the side of my face.
“Oh, looks like twenty-six minutes.  Sutton wins with a lucky fall.  Shocker,” Katrina said.
“Who the hell are you?” Veronica demanded from her position on top of me.  My ground side was soaking wet and cold, but I could feel my attacker’s body heat right through my wet clothes.  Concentrate, Sutton.
Katrina disappeared from her spot and suddenly I felt another body leaning over us.
“Mack never told you about us?  Him and me?” she asked in a cold hiss. 
Veronica’s whole body tensed up as she realized just what Katrina was. 
A long strand of black hair was draped over my mouth, so I blew it out of the way before speaking.  “Despite our current positions, Katrina, Veronica is my friend,” I said.  “So if you’re here to kill me, just leave her out of it.”
The hovering form of Tatiana’s fixer of last resort slipped back away at merely blinding speed.  “Kill you?  Mack Sutton, if I had feelings, that would have hurt them,” Katrina said, her tone light.
Declan always said she wasn’t the unfeeling killing machine that she seemed to be.  Well, what he actually said was that she wasn’t entirely an unfeeling killing machine.  Her attachments were very few but ultra-important to her.  Tanya, Chris, Lydia, maybe Nika, somehow Declan, and to a lesser degree, Stacia.  But now lying here, I realized that maybe, just maybe, she might not completely disregard me.
“And your friend smells of sewer,” she continued.  “God, I hate the smell of sewers.”
Veronica lifted herself off me, uncharacteristically silent.  With a groan, I pushed myself over onto my back.
“But you, clever lad, smell of blood,” Katrina said, her voice slightly tight.
I unzipped my sling bag and pulled out a red bandanna, holding it against my face to cover my bloody face.  Smell is the biggest trigger for vampires, but the sight of blood is a pretty close second.
A van wheeled into the parking circle and Jenks jumped out along with Declan’s aunt Ashling.
“Ms. Westing,” Ashling said as she took in the scene.  “This is a surprise.” She glanced at Jenks, who did not, in fact, look surprised.  Ah, that’s how she found me.
“Ms. O’Carroll,” Katrina answered evenly.  “Just here to pass on a message to young Sutton here.”
“You could have just called,” I said.
“Not for this.  I am tasked with introducing you to someone of importance to our world,” she said.
She meant the Darkkin world, the Coven.  Awesome.  “Who?”
“Elder Mausya.”




Chapter 15

“So, you and the vampire, huh?” Veronica finally asked.  She’d been glancing at me most of the van trip back to Arcane.
“Me and Katrina what?” I asked, holding Ashling’s healing charm to the side of my face.
“She said you had a thing.”
I laughed.  “That’s what you’re asking about?”
She frowned and nodded.
“Katrina and I had a thing—a Wytchwar thing.  For a time, there was a version of the game we played called Hunter–Killer.  Teams of two sent out to hunt other teams.  This was in between the big games, of course, but it was fun and good practice.  Katrina and I were one of the best teams.”
She frowned at me like she didn’t quite believe me. 
“You know how people say that someone has a dark side?” I asked. 
She nodded.
“A few of us say that Katrina has a light side.  Most people don’t get to see it, but Wytchwar lets her indulge her wildest, darkest dreams, and the result is that after a good game, she’s much more likely to show a lighter, more human side.  Wytchwar is one of the reasons she’s fond of Declan.  But if you think she meant me and her in a romantic way, then no.  Rumor has it that she does have sex, but always with a donor.  Otherwise, she’s not into people that way.”
“But she implied it?  Why?”
“You demanded to know who the hell she was.  It was aggressive.  Katrina responded with her own aggression, albeit markedly toned down.  She showed her speed, then implied something between her and me as a counterattack.  Why she thought that would bother you, I don’t know.  She’s very smart, super dangerous, but doesn’t always understand emotional stuff.  I didn’t think she would hurt us, but it’s hard to tell with her.”
“Oh,” she said, frowning at the floor.
The electric van pulled into Arcane’s parking lot and Jenks turned to us.  “Get cleaned up and into dry clothes, then meet in the auditorium for debrief,” he said.
We climbed out of the car and as we entered the building, Veronica turned back to me.  “See you for debrief, Sutton,” she said with a wink, then headed for the stairwell.
I watched her walk away before becoming aware of the person next to me.  I glanced over to see Declan’s aunt smirking at me.  “Making new friends, are ye now?” she asked.
“Maybe?” I asked.  “It’s hard to tell with that one.”
“Oh, it’s not so mysterious as all that now, lad,” she replied with a wink of her own.
Twenty minutes later, I was showered, dressed in warm sweats, and holding a big mug of coffee as I sat down in the auditorium.  Quite a few kids were there, waiting to hear how the hunt had gone.  It wasn’t mandatory, but Jenks paid attention to who showed up to learn from all of our mistakes.  Being serious about survival could go a long way in his class.
Mostly it was some of the were kids already there, but about five minutes after I sat down, a whole troop of girls, mostly witches, but with a few others like Jetta and Sierra, all came in.
Veronica, Tersa, Zuzanna, and Alice sat down next to me in the front row while the rest filled in behind us.  Jenks came in as the witches were getting settled, Gina Velasquez just behind him.
“All right, let’s get started.  First, we watch the video.  Omega, if you please?” Jenks asked.
A perfect holograph lit up in front of all of us, showing us the entire hunt.  Omega sped some of the slow sections up to save time, but it still took twenty minutes.  We watched in silence until the video froze with me lying on the ground under Veronica.
“Sutton, tell us your plan,” Jenks said.
“I remembered how difficult it was for Chris Gordon to hunt, ah… well, ah, Lilith… across the campus, particularly when there were lots of people around,” I said, keeping my eyes on him, careful to not look at my classmates.  “With that in mind, I looked at the various campus schedules and spotted the track meet on the same night as the hunt.  Getting a UMass track outfit was pretty easy, as we get lots of transfers between the two colleges.”
“You just wanted to model the Spandex,” Erika said from behind me.
Jenks frowned and waved for me to continue. 
“Without Dec around to burn up all my hair, I figured the girls would get a hold of some, so I went ahead and made some clay decoys to spread around the campus,” I said. 
“How did that go for you?” Jenks asked.
“As you could all see, it didn’t seem to slow them down,” I admitted.  “Zuzanna and Tersa were right behind me.”
“Okay, we’ll hear from them in a minute.  What next?” Jenks asked.
“I’m not a witch and active magic isn’t allowed anyway, so I went with passive magic.”
Jenks frowned and behind me, Dellwood spoke up.  “What’s the difference?”
“A witch powers a spell from either their personal well of magic or from converting other energy like Dec does, or from a battery.  Those are all active.  But I made spells that would trigger when they used their own magic to search for me.”
“Clever.  Like the difference between a sub’s active sonar and passive listening,” Jenks said.
“What spell?” Clary asked from the group behind me.
“It was a Look at Me spell.  Geared to each girl, the spells acted like a bit of glamour, adding to their natural attractiveness, a subtle suggestion to onlookers that they were perhaps important or celebrities.  You could see how well it worked.  The girls were held back by the students who crowded around them.”
“How did you tie the spells to each girl?” Tami asked.
“I got samples of hair,” I said.  Immediately, the whole group got noisy as the weres ohhed and ahhhed and the witches became loud and indignant.
“Did you break into our rooms?” Zuzanna demanded.
“No.  Never went near your floor,” I said.
“How then?” Alice asked, glaring at me.
She was sitting on the other side of Veronica, who was right next to me.  I leaned back, slowly reaching an arm behind Veronica, who turned and bent forward.  My fingers plucked a long light brown hair from Alice’s shoulder.
“I swear you all shed hair like werewolves,” I said.  “So I either waited till you were distracted or I distracted you myself, then snagged a sample.  Only needed one or two hairs from each of you.”
“What happened next?” Jenks prompted.
“I got out of the gym and worked my way to Redstone.  But Veronica caught me at the Lofts.  Not sure how she did that, but there she was.  When she flung water at me, I ran at her, like attacking into the ambush,” I said.  Jenks nodded at my last words before I went on.  “Hurt like hell though, and I’m going to have lots of bruises on my back by tomorrow.”
“What was that spell you used in the street?” Veronica asked.
“Another passive one.  I made one of those for each element—for each of you.  Yours took any water energy and redirected it downward.  I laid it on the sewer cap thinking it might jump loose, but you blasted the crap right out of it… literally,” I said.
“Thanks for that, by the way,” she sniffed.
“I was almost to the safety checkpoint when I ran into a distraction.  Veronica caught up and tackled me.  I slid, and then went face first into the concrete, getting this,” I said, pointing at the healing road rash on my face.  “Although my skin touched the concrete, she really had me dead to rights.”
“What was the distraction?” Dellwood demanded.  “Who was that figure we saw?”
“Katrina was standing in my way,” I said.
The class went quiet.  “Yeah, that would stop me too,” one of the werewolves agreed.
“Okay, now for the opposing force,” Jenks said.  “Ladies?”
The four girls glanced at each other, then Zuzanna spoke up.  “We didn’t have your hair Mack, but we did have Jetta’s.”
“Shit. Never thought about that,” I said.  My closest biological relative’s hair would have a link to me almost as good as my own hair.
“We had to buffer out her signal, kind of like taking a container’s tare weight off a scale,” Alice said.  “And we weren’t fooled by your little clay balls, Mack.”
“Ouch! Hear that, Sutton?” Dellwood hooted.
“Where were you, Alice?” I asked, ignoring the massive Alpha.  “I never saw you once.”
“I had to check the buses.  That was the only distraction you did that gave us pause; the rest we just ignored.  Too obvious, but the bus thing was valid.”
“And how did you figure out where I was headed?” I asked Veronica.
She smirked and reached into the neckline of her long-sleeved t-shirt.  She pulled out an amulet that I immediately recognized.  My head snapped around to look at my sister in outrage.
“What did you do?” I demanded, angry that she didn’t have her Declan-made amulet on.
“Easy, bro,” she said, fishing out a different amulet, one that looked both familiar and not.
“Is that the Mark 3?” I asked.
“Yup.  D gave it to me, so I lent my old one to Ronnie,” she said.
“And gave them your hair too?” I asked.  “Et tu, Brute?” 
“I didn’t give it to them; I sold it,” she said with a smirk.  “Wait till you see what my avatar has in the next Wytchwar bout!”
“So, class, for those of you who can’t see,” Jenks said, “Veronica is holding a warded amulet that I’m guessing matches your own, Sutton?”
“Yes sir.  Both made by Declan at the same time, same piece of wood.  Hey, Jet, did D explain the Mark 3?”
“Yup,” she nodded, her eyes gleaming with satisfaction.
“Good,” I said.  Turning back to Jenks, I went on.  “Seems I forgot the betrayal factor that happens whenever humans meet.”
“Ouch!” Clary said with a laugh.
“Your own fault, big brother,” Jetta said with her own laugh.
“What could you have done differently, Sutton?” Jenks asked.
“Left all my own stuff behind,” I said.  “I didn’t because sometimes people get a bit excited by these hunts and while the amulet is tuned down, it’s hard to give up its direct protection from Craft.”
“So, lots of lessons here folks,” Jenks said.  “Anyone want to tell us one?”
“Hiding in crowds can be extremely useful,” Keitan said.
“Yup, what else?”
“Passive spells are useful even for nonwitches,” Britta said.
“Yes, which is why I always say knowledge is power,” Jenks said.  “Sutton knows spell craft even if he isn’t a witch.  He can write spells; he just needs someone else to power them.  What else?”
“Anti-tracking techniques are an iffy game,” Colin the new werewolf said.
“Yes.  In this case, broadcasting the decoys wasn’t effective, but deliberately placing them in believable hiding places was.  Any others?”
“Attacking the ambush can work,” Sierra said, immediately blushing when everyone looked her way.
“Absolutely.  Veronica, what did you think when he ran at you?” Jenks asked.
“I had my powers tied up directing multi-angle attacks at him, so suddenly, I thought we were going to be grappling.”
“He wishes,” Tyler said from the back.
“You have to guard for betrayal, and you have to guard your own DNA,” Matthew, Jetta’s boyfriend, said, earning himself a smack from my sister.
“Anything else?”
“You have to choose your gear wisely,” Dellwood said.
“And it’s hard to counter sheer luck,” Veronica said.
“Yes. Mr. Murphy, if you will, or Lady Luck.  That’s why even the best fighter can lose: chance.  But if you prepare absolutely as thoroughly as you can, for as many outcomes, you can reduce the odds in your favor.  However, sometimes luck is a bitch.”
“Or a Sutton,” Tami said.
“On that note, I have an announcement to make,” Gina said, standing up.  “I had a phone call from Stacia Reynolds.  Next month’s hunt will be between Mack and Stacia’s pack.  Be prepared to take notes.  There’ll be a quiz.”
The room went silent for a second, then burst into noise as everyone started talking.  I held up my hand.
“Quiet down please,” Gina said, but it took Jenk’s loud whistle to calm the masses.  “Yes, Mack?”
“You’re joking, right?” I asked.  She smiled and shook her head.  “You want me to try to evade Stacia and her pack.  You know they train with the Coven and the New York Pack?  You know that Chris’s grandfather used to hunt enemy operatives for a living and now he’s a freaking werewolf?”
“Yes, Mack. I’m well aware.  It seems your hunts have been viewed by the entire Demidova security force as well as all the major players on Team Demidova.  Stacia thinks it’ll be a real good exercise for her people.  But to make the trip here worthwhile, we’re going to run it twice, so prepare two scenarios.  Also, Mack makes an excellent point, so I told Stacia that all of Arcane would be helping him prepare.  You all need to help our own Mr. Sutton plan out his two forty-minute runs, one on Friday night and one on Saturday night.  Saturday morning, the entire school will be training with the Pack and on Sunday morning, we’ll have a brunch with debrief highlights for everyone’s education.”
From behind where I was sitting, stunned, my sister’s hand clapped down on my shoulder.  “We’ll help you, bro,” Jetta said.  “But it was nice being your little sister!”
“Hey Sutton,” Dellwood yelled out.  “What did Katrina want?”
“She says she’s going to introduce me to someone,” I said.
“Who, Mack?” Gina asked.
“Elder Mausya.”
“Oh, shit,” Jetta said.
“Exactly,” I agreed.
“When and why?” Gina asked, her expression as serious as a heart attack.
“Sunday night.  She wouldn’t say why, just that she’d been asked to accompany me and make the introduction.  All she would say was that Mausya wanted to ask me some questions and Tanya asked Katrina to escort me.”
“Where is Katrina now?” Gina asked.  The room was almost totally silent.
“No idea.  Probably trolling for some miscreant to mug her so she can get a snack.  I told her we have a Wytchwar game tomorrow night and her eyes lit up, so I expect we’ll see her then.”
“Good. I need to talk to her and Tanya before you go anywhere near an Elder of the Coven,” Gina said.
I appreciated the sentiment but if Mausya wanted to see me, Gina wouldn’t be able to stop her.  Maybe I wouldn’t be going up against Stacia and her pack after all.




Chapter 16

“I don’t see what the fuss is about,” Alice said.  “She looks like anyone on campus, although maybe a little sun-starved.”
She was looking across the Wytchwar course to where Katrina stood talking with Gina.  Actually, it looked more like Gina was talking at Katrina, who stood with arms crossed, studying the current game field.
“Alice, I swear to Gaia it’s a miracle that you can Craft at all with just half a brain,” Erika said.  “Did you pay any attention to Jenks’s lecture on vampires?  Like the part about they have hearing that equals weres?”
“Can we just focus on getting our avatars ready?” Tami asked, head down as she carved runes into the legs of her current fighter.
“Looks like she’s blowing off whatever Gina is saying to her,” Tersa said.
“She likely is, mostly because Gina is trying to talk to her here, in front of the game course,” my sister said.  “Katrina loves Wytchwar.  She’s not going to hear half of whatever Gina is saying.”
“She hears everything,” I said.  Without raising my voice, I added, “Hey Katrina, want to drive an avatar today?  I can hook you up.”
There was a sudden breeze in the sealed basement and suddenly the vampire was standing in front of me.  “Don’t joke,” she said, dark eyes boring into me.
The witches were all frozen.  One thing to learn about vampires in class, another to see for yourself just how fast they could be.
“No joke.  I asked Declan if you could run one of his if you showed up tonight and he said sure.  Actually, he said let her choose.”
Katrina has a hell of a poker face but the fact that she was now frozen even more than the witches spoke volumes.  “Why?” she finally asked.
“Because he knows you love the game, knows you probably don’t have your avatar with you, and he wants you to take care of his best buddy when you shuffle me in front of a Coven Elder.”
Her blank look broke into a smirk.  “That tracks.  What’s he got?”
I moved over to the big Pelican rolling hardcase that I had checked out of the school’s locked storage.  I entered the ward keys, then flipped the lid open to let her peer at the four little warriors tucked into cutout foam.
Everyone nearby moved up to see, although I noticed that nobody crowded Katrina.
“Okay, top left is his sniper, Longshot, with high velocity magic gauss guns on both arms,” I said.  “The spell work creates a magnetic field that accelerates the standard steel .177 caliber BBs to a pretty healthy speed.  Knocks the shit out of whatever they hit.  The sensory package has advanced optical sighting spells that lets you hit whatever your avatar can see.  Limited fire and forget will reach out and tweak the shot in midflight to correct for target movement.  Built-in ammo hopper on his back, holds thirty BBs while each gun arm has ten preloaded.”
“Shit, that’s not even fair,” Keitan muttered from where he was looking over Clary’s shoulder.
“Top right is the opposite—his close quarters combat and infiltration specialist, Stealthy Steve.  Full-body cloaking spells, and magically charged combat blades built into his hands.  When activated, they will cut through steel and concrete like a red-hot knife through beef tallow.”
“Is anyone else suddenly hungry?” Justin muttered.  Werebears are always hungry.
“Bottom left is Demo-Don. He packs mini repeating grenade launchers on both arms that lob clay bomblets in overhead arcs.  You can pick explosive, smoke, thermal, gravitational flux, seismic sensory, shotgun, or overhead bursting bombs.  He also has mines on his lower back that deploy behind him on the run.”
“How do you switch bomb types?” Katriana asked, eyes gleaming.
“Each clay bomblet can do any of those things by operator order.  There are key words which tell the bomb how to act once launched,” I said.  “Same thing for the mines.”
“This is why Declan isn’t allowed to play anymore, isn’t it?” Michelle asked Erika, who simply nodded.
“Last but not least is General George.  That’s general as in general purpose fighter.  Kind of jack-of-all-trades, master of none.  He has enhanced jumping ability, partial cloaking, one arm has a short-range BB projector, the other arm has a thermite lance, his left hand has extra cutting ability, and his right can throw any of the eight grenades he carries on his combat vest.”
“Which is his favorite?” Katrina asked, arms folded again as she studied them all.
“General George, mostly, unless he has one of the specific roles to fill on a team,” I said.
“Yeah, that’s the one I want,” she said.  “But how are you going to put me in that thing?”
“We’ve upgraded things a lot since your brief stint at Arcane,” I told her.  “Most new avatars today have a plastic pipette built into the back.  We load an operator hair into the pipette, enter the ward keys and boom.  You’re in business.”
“And you have his ward keys?” she asked.
“Of course.”
She moved up close to me, her face just inches from my face, eyes boring into mine.  “That trust right there”—she waved a hand at the Pelican case—“is one of the reasons Mausya wants to meet you.  I’m willing to bet that perhaps only your sister has his ward keys.”
“Not to the avatars.  I kind of borrowed one without asking and wrecked it, so he changed the locks,” my sister said from Katrina’s right side.  I noticed none of the supernatural kids were near the vampire, just the two normal ones.  Figures.
Katrina reached up and plucked a hair from her head, handing it to me.  “Oh, and Sutton?” she said.  “Tanya sent me to babysit you through this meeting, so I was always gonna take care of you,” she said with a wink.
“Yeah, but that’s an assignment.  Bribing you can only up your motivation,” I said.
She held up one finger in my face.  “I am always motivated by my assignments,” she said, holding the pose.  Then she tilted her head sideways.  “But I do love Wytchwar, and those avatars are sweet.”
I hooked her into General George and off she went into the mayhem we call Wytchwar.  Me, I sat on the bleachers and thought about meeting another Elder.  I had met Senka and found her charismatic in a terrifying way, but that was it.  Mausya was a complete unknown.
Jetta sat down on my right and Veronica took the left spot.
“She’s absolutely brutal,” Veronica noted as we watched Katrina spin through three opposing team members in a flurry of dirt limbs and bodies.
“Mausya wants to talk to you about Dec?” Jetta asked.
“Katrina implied that was one reason.  I don’t know why else a freaking Elder of the Coven would want to talk to a beginner bladesmith about anything,” I said.
“I’m terrified just thinking about it.  Seeing Katrina move… well, not seeing her move is mortifying,” Veronica said.  “An Elder is massively worse, right?”
“Absolutely.  It may be weird, but I’m not actually all that scared that she would hurt me.  She has no reason to seek me out other than Declan, so why hurt me?  But I don’t want to give up anything important on Dec, which should be a piece of cake when facing a nine-hundred-year-old vampire, right?” I asked, packing as much sarcasm into my tone as possible.
“Mack, Father is aware of this meeting.  I will, of course, have approximately one hundred microdrones in and around you, some so small that even an Elder vampire will be hard-pressed to detect them.  Father will be monitoring through me, and you have your shield,” Omega said through my phone, the volume so low that Jetta and Veronica had to lean over to hear.
“Shield?” Veronica asked, pushing her hair behind one ear.  “Like a witch shield?”
Jetta looked at me with one brow arched and a smirk.
“Well, the only way to survive a vampire is to shield, then counterstrike,” I said, hurrying on.  “Declan came up with some truly ingenious stuff when he trained with Tanya and the others.  In fact…”
“A witch shield?” Veronica interrupted me.  “How can you have a witch shield?” she hissed.
“Well, it’s not different from any other spell, really?” I suggested.
“You’re talking about a full body shield for a nonwitch powered by some artifact that you and your super witch boyfriend concocted?” she demanded.  Girl can be kind of intense.
“Listen, don’t even joke like that,” I said.  “He’s mated to a werewolf!  You know how jealous they get.”
She waved my comment off for the attempt at distraction that it was, her eyes narrowing.
“Yes,” I finally admitted, pulling my prototype from around my neck.  “This one will only last about two minutes before the power is gone.  Jetta’s Mark 3 will last ten minutes.”
“That’s why he gave you a new amulet?” Veronica said to Jetta.
Jetta nodded.  “Mack’s runs from a magical battery, but this one has a better battery and is linked to Declan,” she said, touching her neck.  “If I activate it, he knows.  He either shows up immediately or sends extra power through the link.”
“Motherfu…” Veronica cut off her curse as something occurred to her.  “You’re going to sell them?”
“No,” I said.  “We’re making them for important people first.  Darci and Levi got the Mark 1 and Mark 2 respectively.  We’re going to give one to Gina and her husband next.”
She sat back, studying me.  “You guys are changing everything.”
“It’s kind of our thing,” I admitted.
“And that’s match,” the game ref called from the players’ side of the course.
We turned back to the game.  Katrina had joined with Erika’s team against Dellwood’s.  The witches had apparently won.  The vampire was inspecting her borrowed avatar for damage, her face set in its default blank state, but the way her hands moved over the dirt warrior seemed slightly… energetic.  After a moment, she lifted her head and found me in the audience.  She lifted one brow and nodded at the avatar.  A small tendril of smoke rose from General George and his left side was blackened.  With a sigh, I stood up and headed down.
“Slightly singed, but otherwise okay,” Katrina said when I arrived at her spot.  I picked up the avatar, gave it a close inspection, then turned to the Pelican case.  Opening it all the way, I pulled back the foam inside the lid, revealing a silver circle inlaid right into the plastic.
From another compartment, I pulled a rowan wood and copper battery and after setting GG inside the circle, I powered it up.
The soot disappeared from the doll-sized fighter and his combat vest repaired itself before our eyes.  Several chips in his almost terra cotta-like exterior also fixed themselves, leaving him just like he was when I first opened the case.
“Good as new,” I said.  “Dec installed the repair shop circle after a certain someone Grand Theft Autoed one of his dudes before,” I said, slanting my eyes in Jetta’s direction. 
“Which resulted in the spell tech repair circle that everyone now uses,” my sister said without looking up from inspecting her nails, her other hand waving at the players around us.  Sure enough, every team had their own repair shop circles, each busy with an avatar.
“This whole thing has taken on a life of its own,” Katrina said.  “Almost makes me wish I was still going here… almost.  Thanks for the run.  I’ll collect you tomorrow at six p.m. sharp out front.”
And she just walked away.
“Kind of a cold one,” Veronica noted.
“That was actually warm and fuzzy for Kat,” Jetta said.  “You got an actual thank you out of her, Mack.”
“Sign of the apocalypse?” I joked.
“Mother Earth cut off all fossil fuel, humanity is starving and fighting, and aliens attacked us,” Veronica said.  “How much more apocalyptic can it go?”
“Don’t challenge the Fates,” I said.




Chapter 17

“I spoke to Tanya, and she said this was just a meet and greet, nothing to worry about,” Gina said as I waited in Arcane’s lobby.
“Why, Gina, would an Elder want to meet and greet me?”
“Lots of reasons, Mack,” she said, holding up a hand and ticking off her first two fingers.  “First, you are a non-supernatural who not only survives among supes but thrives.  Second, you are the best friend of the most powerful person on, in, or around Earth.  Those two right there make you extremely interesting, and old vampires like interesting things.”
“See, it’s the Declan thing I’m worried about,” I said.  “She’s going to interrogate me about him and get all kinds of information to use against him, and I won’t even know what she’s prying out of me.”
“That’s…” Gina paused to think of a word.
“Paranoid?” Jetta suggested.
“I was going for astute,” Gina said.  “You’re not wrong, Mack.  Facing an old vampire is extraordinarily difficult.  Hundreds of years of experience, super senses, and in her case, a vampire gift for calculating probability.”
“Oh!  Wait, that’s her gift?” Veronica asked suddenly, her eyes alight with a eureka! look.
“Yes. Why?” Gina asked.
“Because that will be part of it—luck.  You Suttons are unnaturally lucky.  Everyone knows it.”
“Then why can’t I win the lottery?” I joked.  I was actually very nervous about this meeting.
“Because your luck is way more specific than that,” Veronica said.  “You luck has to do with surviving, not getting rich.”
“Yeah, no shit,” Sierra blurted, her cheeks immediately turning pink. 
“Why do you guys always say that about us?” Jetta asked her friends.
“Oh, come on,” Veronica demanded.  “Sierra and I have only been at Arcane for a hot minute and even we can see it.”  She glanced at the young werewolf, who nodded.  “I had you dead to rights, yet when I tackled you, your feet slid just enough so your face put you in the safety zone.”
“Still hurts, by the way,” I said.
“I had you lined up to hit mud, not concrete,” Veronica huffed. 
“You two do have a long list of improbable odds coming through for you,” Gina admitted.  “To my knowledge, no one else who had multiple contacts with Lilith survived—just you.”
“I’m a likeable guy.  Even a demon wouldn’t want to kill me,” I joked.
It fell flat.  They just looked at me and then Veronica shook her head.  “Nah.  That’s not it.”
“Ouch,” I said.
A low-slung white sports car zipped into the parking lot.
“Is that a…” Sierra trailed off.
“Bugatti?  Yes it is,” Jetta said.  She was an avid student of super-expensive sports cars.
The car, if you can call something that cost more than a million dollars just a car, rolled to a stop.
“It’s silent,” I noted.
“The Coven negotiated for a number of my power plants tailored for vehicles,” Omega said from my phone.
“And they chose to put them into Bugattis?” Gina asked.
“Just a few.”
The car parked and the driver’s door lifted up like the tilt engine on a V-22 Osprey.  Katrina stood up, looked our way, and waved one hand in the universal signal to come to her.
Before I could move, Jetta spun me her way and enveloped me in a really tight hug.  “Meet this vampire and then come home, you hear me?”
“Yes, Jet.  I should be fine.”
“Father said that if anything gets dicey, touch your amulet and he will pull you away.”
“Like instantly?” Jetta asked.
“Instantly.”
“Okay,” she allowed. 
“He’ll be fine,” Gina said as Sierra suddenly grabbed me and hugged me.  Werewolf hugs can do serious damage.  I thought my ribs might break, but she let go.  Before I could breathe, Veronica moved in and hugged me much more softly.  A soft, warm, French-perfumed hug.
“I should visit old vampires more often,” I quipped.
She shoved me away.  “Do as your sister says.  You may not be much, but you’re all she has.”
I had a wicked grin as I stepped out to the car.
“Touching,” Katrina said.
Pointing to the car, I answered with, “Subtle.”
“I spend my whole life in covert, nondescript, subtle cars.  Not today.  Now get in.”
I slid into the ridiculous interior.  “Wow, it really is a spaceship.”
“Hang on.  This tech has some serious horsepower,” she said and sudden G-forces shoved me into the luxury seat.
She whipped us through the streets of Burlington and out into the countryside, the road she chose following the shoreline of Lake Champlain, heading south into Shelburne.
Dusk was turning toward full dark as she turned off on a side road that headed west toward the lake.  It appeared suddenly, shining in the light of the half moon that hung in the night sky.  The powerful car barely made a sound as we ghosted through the Vermont countryside until we came to a gated driveway.  The ten-foot-tall steel gates opened silently as the car approached, Katrina barely slowing.  Heavy steel passed just inches from the body of the ultra-expensive car, the barrier slowing and reversing direction as we entered the grounds.
A house appeared, all glass, steel, and wood, perched on the banks of the big lake, giant windows giving it a multi-million-dollar view of the lake and New York State’s Adirondack mountains.
“Don’t sweat this,” Katrina said as we drove silently toward the house.  “Chris and Tanya have a theory that Mausya is fascinated by you and your sister.  Her primary vampire power is predicting the future through some kind of innate ability to calculate probability.  You two seem to twist probability in your favor.  Beyond that, she likely wants what the rest of the world wants from you: knowledge of Declan.  Don’t lie—we can tell.  Just answer her questions.  You should be fine.”
“Should?” I asked.  “You need to work on your pep talk skills.”
She turned to me, eyes pinning me even as she continued to maneuver the curves of the twisty driveway. 
“Ah, you might want to watch the road,” I suggested.
She smiled suddenly and released both hands from the steering wheel.  It moved on its own, smoothly guiding the car without human or vampire touch.
“Ah.  Omega,” I guessed.
“Comes with the power plant,” she said, turning forward and grabbing the wheel in time to swing the car around a parking circle by the front door.  She parked us behind what I thought might be a Rivian electric pickup truck, which was in turn parked behind a Tesla.
A pair of dark-suited men approached us as we exited the car, their motions too graceful to be merely human.  Katrina ignored them, waving me toward the front door.  One of the men turned and led us to the house, the other falling in behind us.  The house was enormously expensive, yet I paid almost no attention to the interior design elements, instead memorizing the path we wound through the opulent entry, past the enormous great room, and down a hall with a solid wood door at the far end.  The lead guard opened the door, ushering us into a very modern home office with floor to ceiling windows and real wood built-in bookshelves.  That’s all I remember because my attention was completely focused on the cold, attractive woman sitting behind the large designer desk, a single brass desk lamp providing the only illumination in the room.
“Elder Mausya, I present Mack Sutton as requested,” Katrina said, her tone respectful.
The brown-haired woman with snow white skin studied me without expression, as one might study a tiny bug.  She lifted one hand and Katrina fell back into the shadows of the room.
I stood, not knowing what to do, but then I thought of Declan and how he might handle it.  The most powerful witch on the planet was usually unfailingly polite until he was given cause to not be. 
I gave her a short little bow, half head nod, half flex at the waist.  “Elder Mausya, how can I be of service?”
Without a twitch of emotion, she studied me for a moment more.  Then she inclined her head at the single chair in front of the desk.  I sat.
Without looking away from me, she raised her other hand and with the smooth, graceful motions of an accomplished magician, spread a pile of dice on the glass desktop.
“Take four,” she said, her voice quiet, somehow reminding me of sheets of old paper sliding against one another.
I took four of the dice and with a smooth flash of one pale hand, she caught up the other four.  With her free hand, she laid a perfect square of thick writing paper on the desk between us, face down.  “Roll one.”
I did.  It came up six.  She rolled a four.  She left the dice where they lay and put out another square of paper, again blank side up.  “Roll again.”
I threw a one.  She threw a three.
She repeated the process again and this time, we each rolled a two.  Finally, she laid one more piece of paper on the desk and when we rolled, I got a two to her five.
“You and your sister are fascinating people, Mr. Sutton,” she said, looking down at the results of our throws.  She flipped the first paper over, and I saw looping cursive writing on it.  She did the same with the other three, revealing more elegant calligraphy.
“Pick up the first one,” she directed.  I did, turning it so that I could work out the elaborate script. 
If he rolls less than mine – I kill him.
A chill rolled down my spine as I saw my six versus her four.  I raised my eyes to hers.  Her left brow arched up and she nodded at the desk.
I picked up the second square.
If he rolls greater than mine – I kill him.
My one versus her three.  Another sharp chill.
Higher or lower equals his death.
We had tied that one with twos.
And the last one.
If he wins, he gets $10,000.00.
Of course, I lost that one.
“As I said, fascinating,” she whispered.  “You got every roll that insured your survival yet not the one to win wealth.  I have been watching the two of you, observing as chance twists itself around you to almost ensure that you always land on your feet.  I wonder what would happen if I did try to kill you?  Would you die like any other mere human, or would fate intervene to save you?”
“This has been terrifying,” I said.  “But if we’ve concluded your experiment, perhaps I should go?”
She smiled, and it wasn’t at all reassuring.
A thought occurred to me, and my stupid mouth betrayed me.  “You were actually willing to kill me and accept the consequences for an experiment?”
“What consequences?”
“Well, you would die almost instantly, and perhaps more than a few of your fellow vampires.”
“Almost instantly?  You think I am that easy to kill?”
“Have you seen the movie?  The Omega movie of the alien fight? You know, where an entire armada of super alien ships got blasted into oblivion? Declan can kill anyone on the planet anywhere at any time with a thought.  He could kill all of your offspring by the connection of the V-squared virus that you gave them when you made them.  Take him like an hour at most.”
“In order for the experiment as you call it to be valid, I had to have real intent,” she said, smiling.
I was confused, and it must have shown.  “Intent can be real, but execution need not be as enthusiastic,” she added.
“She ordered me to intervene should she make a less than fully committed attack,” Katrina said.  “I would have yanked you out.”
“Tanya’s Kat is fast for a relatively young vampire.  Almost half my full speed,” Mausya said.  “And I’m feeling lazy today.”
“Ah.  But you were pretty convinced of the outcome of these dice games before we sat down?” I asked.
“Yes.  And you have segued nicely into the second reason I wanted to meet you.  Do you happen to know which local hotels have vacancies, Mr. Sutton?”
My brain almost snapped from the whiplash of that question.
“What?  Ah, no, I’m sorry.  Can’t you stay here?”
“I am not looking for accommodation.  Katrina, I’m sure you know the answer to my question,” the Elder said.
“There are no vacancies in any of the hotels within twenty miles of College Arcane,” Katrina said.  “Haven’t been for several months.”
I opened my mouth, then shut it.  Her use of Arcane was intentional.  “Spies?” I guessed.
Mausya smiled and it was almost real.  “Very good.  Spies and diplomats.”
“Because of… me and Jetta?” I asked.
“As well as many of the others.  You and your sister have the greatest connection, but he would answer the call of some of the witches and weres, would he not?” she asked.
That was true.  Dec would respond to Dellwood, Clary, Erika, Britta, Tami, Paige; hell, most of the kids.
“Why haven’t they approached us?” I asked.
“They did,” Mausya said.  “They aborted contact.”
It took a second but the answer lasered through my brain in a sudden flash.  “The sex traffickers?”
“They were diplomats from Prague,” Mausya said.  “They saw your sister get defensive, realized her companion was a werewolf, a protective one at that, and then saw you, so they broke contact.”
“Omega thought they were traffickers because they didn’t appear in border control computers.”
“They came in on diplomatic passports.  I’m sure your machine knew that shortly after your confrontation.  It appears it does not tell you everything.”
“But they’ve been here for months and only one group attempted contact?  That makes no sense,” I said.
“Really?” she questioned, head tilted as she regarded me.  “I suspect I am more dangerous than anyone in this tiny city, yet you just said I wouldn’t last a full second should your friend decide to eliminate me.  How do you think the rest of the world feels?  I’m rather certain that all of the guests in the hotels have seen that movie you mentioned.  Almost certainly a job requirement.”
“So, hundreds of spies and foreign envoys are lurking around town, watching us but too scared to approach?”
“Correct.”
“Why is it important for me to know this?” I asked.
“You are accounted as not unintelligent.  Katrina, you told me so yourself,” Mausya said.
“I may have overexaggerated,” Katrina said from her shadowy corner.
“You think I should make myself available—open lines of communication,” I said.  “But why approach any of us?  We’re college kids.  Why not his aunt or Levi?”
“No one can find them,” she said.
“Ashling teaches at Arcane all the time,” I said.
“And where is she the rest of the time?” Mausya asked.
I opened my mouth to mention Rowan West but closed it.  The restaurant was closed.
“I haven’t looked for them.  They’re hiding?”
“When your closest family member can teleport you anywhere in the world, hiding becomes easy,” the Elder said.
“So I need to what?  Open a consulate?”
“The probability of an unfortunate and ill-advised action by either a domestic or foreign faction rises by the day.  But should you create dialogue, that same probability plummets.  My suggestion is a coffee shop.”
“What about the other kids?”
“You want a funnel, not a flood,” she said.  “Now, the third reason I want to talk to you is about the form an unfortunate and ill-advised action might take.  What focuses young Mr. O’Carroll’s attention?”
“Damage to the planet,” I said.  She nodded and waved for me to go on.  “From aliens… and damage by humans?”
“What else?  How would you lure him out of hiding?”
“Create damage, but he doesn’t even have to leave home.  He can just sit on a couch and fix things.”
“What kind of damage would require him to be somewhere in person?”
“I don’t know… something with people, maybe.  Or an interview like he gave in Paris.”
“Which occurred because he came to help you, correct? After your unfortunate class.”
“Oh.  Damage to his friends because of public opinion.”
“You need to proceed with caution, young Sutton, but proceed you must,” she said.  “Now our time is up.  I find you and your sister to be extremely interesting.  I hope you live long lives so that I may watch your adventures for many years.”
I almost opened my mouth to ask why she wouldn’t just Change us to vampires, but then I realized that I didn’t want to be a vampire, so it was a very bad question.
“Ah, you wonder about the Darkkin life, yet hold doubts.  Excellent.  I would never condone changing either of you.  I shudder to contemplate what becoming a vampire would do to your ability to supplant probability in your favor.  Good night, Mr. Sutton,” she said and with a gust of air, she was gone.
I turned to Katrina. 
“See, nothing to worry about,” she said.




Chapter 18

“Okay, now that warmup drills are done, we have serious business,” Jenks said Monday morning.  “Our very own Mack Sutton will soon be on the run from one of the most dangerous packs of werewolves in existence.  If we don’t all pitch in to help him, he’s going to make us look really bad.”
“Wow, thanks, Mr. Jenks, for the vote of confidence,” I said.
“Oh, you’ve done pretty well against this lot, although I think Veronica had you dead to rights,” Jenks said, nodding at the pretty witch.  “But Alex Gordon was a decorated special warfare operator before anyone in this room was born.  Stacia Reynolds Changes faster and has more control over her form than any were on the planet, and she has been training with the Demidova team for years.  Holly Harris is almost as fast, and her variant of the LV virus is completely unique.  The only weak link in the chain is the new girl, Kristin.”
Jetta and I snorted at the exact same time.  “Oh?” he asked.  “Anything to add?”
“She was bitten in Iceland and Changed for the first time by herself here in America,” Jetta said.  “She survived on her own for a month and still retained the will and presence of mind to protect her best friend.  Her own control is just sheer willpower, but she has lots of it.  I’m sure she’s soaked up every lesson they’ve given her.”
“Well, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised at any of that, seeing as Reynolds chose her for her pack.  We have just over a month to get ready for two hunts.  Mack, any ideas?”
I looked at him, then the rest of the class. 
“Out with it, Mack,” my sister said.  “Whatever you’ve been saving, now is the time for it.”
I sighed.  She was right.  “Well, did anyone ever see that news bit about the mysterious tunnel city workers found under Church and Maple streets?” I asked.
Most of the class looked bewildered, but Justin was nodding.  “Yeah.  I saw that bit.  Did you scope it out?”
“I did.  They locked it up, but it was just a padlock, so…” I said.
“And?” Dellwood asked.
“It’s a bit wet down there, but it runs for a few hundred yards toward the lake, down Maple, and comes out near the pier.  My thought was to make a run from Arcane to Church, then disappear into the tunnel, pop out down by the water, and then take a prearranged boat out onto Lake Champlain.”
There was silence for a few seconds and then Dellwood whistled.  “You tricky bastard.”
Weres can’t swim, as their dense muscles and bones make them too heavy.  Getting out on the lake could be a game changer.
“Good start, but they would just take a boat and chase you,” Jenks said.  “The prevailing westerlies will lead them right to you.”
“Yeah, there is that,” I said.
“All right.  We have a framework for the first run.  We need to work on details and also figure out round two.  From this moment forward, everything we say is top secret.  If word gets out, I’ll track the source and fail those involved in the leak.  Got it?”
“Yes, Mr. Jenks,” rang out from a dozen throats.  “Operational Security, Mr. Jenks,” Jetta said, earning herself a nod.
“Dellwood, I’ll need a report on that tunnel,” Jenks said, getting down to business. 
I must have looked a little shocked because a soft voice suddenly spoke in my ear. 
“Did you think you’d be facing the A team by yourself?”
Veronica whispered.
“Hell to the no on that,” Clary said, looking at us with determination.  Damned werewolf ears.
I mostly listened for the rest of the class as Jenks handed out assignments, which were mostly recon. 
“Next class, we get real on strategy and tactics, so be thinking about it till then,” he said.  “Mack, you need to really pull out the stops on this one.”
“Yes sir.”
The class erupted in multiple conversations.
“Hey, Mack,” Clary called out.
“Yeah?”
“What were you saving the tunnel for?” she asked.  Everyone quieted down, waiting for my answer.
I paused for a moment, considering if I should answer truthfully.
“Just spit it out, Mack,” my sister said.
“Well, I was holding it in reserve for when Billy and Clarissa pop up on the roster,” I said, waving at two of the newest kids to join Arcane. 
All eyes turned to the young couple, who looked like the all-American ideal.  Billy Woodfree had been captain and quarterback for his high school football team in Tennessee.  Clarissa had been his girlfriend for over five years, according to my information. 
At about five-eleven with brown hair and eyes, clean cut and very polite, Billy went almost unnoticed in Arcane.  Likewise, Clarissa also had brown hair but hazel eyes, pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way.  They were both classified as psychic.  He was considered clairvoyant, and she was apparently a psychometrist with the ability to read objects.  But I had my doubts.
The class was studying them, and the attention clearly made them uncomfortable, Billy keeping his eyes moving and Clarissa blushing.
“Why?” Veronica asked, moving her eyes from the couple to me.
“Because Billy is a tactical clairvoyant and I think Clarissa comes from a long line of Earth witches,” I said.
Her head snapped up to look at me with first horror, then annoyance.  Billy just studied me with sharp eyes.
“I pay attention to every new student,” I said.  “Can’t afford not to.”
A couple of kids snorted at that, but I soldiered on.  “Two kids arriving as a couple was interesting.  I looked into them.  Handpicked by Director Stewart to attend.  From the same town in Tennessee and for the last three years, Billy has taken his team to the state finals, winning it twice.  Small school, good program, but lacking the horsepower of some of the bigger, better funded schools.  I looked into his success and found out why they did so well.  Likewise looked into Clarissa.  Her family are farmers, highly successful.  They do well when others are failing, in good years or bad.  Mostly because the women in her family are Earth witches.”
“Why isn’t she officially a witch?” Paige asked.
“Because I’m not strong enough to be here, filling one of the witch positions,” Clarissa answered in a firm, quiet voice.  “We’re really just hedge witches.”
“Extremely successful ones, which means you are crafting with maximum efficiency.  Hence your notebook,” I said.
Her expression went hard as diamond, but now I had the undivided attention of the entire witch pack.  “Explain, Mackling,” Erika demanded, arms crossed.
“Sorry,” I said to both of them.  “This isn’t how I would have chosen to do this, but you’ve been here a couple of months already and well, circumstances,” I said.  “Arcane works by sharing knowledge, and you both have things to share, but you’re also missing out on stuff you should be learning.”
I turned back to the class, focusing on the witches.  “Like I said, these two seemed like anomalies to me, and that’s always a warning bell for us,” I said, waving at my sister.  “Billy is a good football player but an amazing tactician—hence the clairvoyance.  He studies his opponents inside and out, like a professional NFL coach, and uses the information to control as many variables as possible.  But eventually it comes down to a bit of prescience.”
“That’s why you just watch Wytchwar but never play,” Matthew said to Billy, who just gave him a sharp look.  Clearly, outing them was not going well.
“What’s the notebook?” Veronica asked, glancing at Clarissa and me. 
Clarissa raised both eyebrows, lips pressed tight in a thin line, and then gave me a go ahead if you can gesture.
“She carries a leather-clad notebook everywhere, constantly writing in it.”
“Grimoire?” Tami guessed.
“My best guess is part grimoire, part actual spell casting method,” I said.  Clarissa’s eyes widened in surprise.  “Instead of runes, symbology, powders, sigils, or natural material spell casting, I think she just writes out what she wants to manifest and wills it so.”
“How the…” Clarissa started to ask, but snapped her mouth shut instead.
“Like Billy, I study things.  Jetta does too.  Then we prepare as well as we can in order to reduce the odds of being caught off guard.  I watched you two, then investigated you.  After that, I watched more.”
“You investigated us?” Billy asked.
“Yeah.  I asked Omega about you.  He gave me recordings, videos, and articles so I could flesh out my theories.  Took a couple of hours one night.”
“The computer?  You just asked it?” Billy demanded in disbelief.
“You know his roommate kinda created Omega, right?” Clary asked in an easy tone.
“It’s not even that.  People just can’t seem to realize that you can just talk to him,” I said.  “Clarissa, your technique is elegant and efficient, yet you lack power.  We can teach you how to get more power for your Craft.  And Billy, it’s long past time for you to step into Wytchwar.”
“So Mack, what was the tunnel going to do for you?” Dellwood asked.
“It would cut the variables down dramatically.  Enter uphill, and it only goes straight down toward the water.  Billy wouldn’t have any other factors to consider, so he would see me heading to the lake.”
“As opposed to?” Keitan asked. 
“As opposed to the side tunnel I was going to cut into the side of it, using elemental magic.”
“See?” Veronica said to Clarissa.  “Smug punk doesn’t even have magic, yet he wields it like a pro.  Think what you could do?”
“Well, this has been fascinating,” Jenks said in a tone that indicated he wasn’t that fascinated.  “Welcome to the club, you two, but let’s get busy in the next few days.  Class dismissed.”
And off we went.




Chapter 19

“Smooth introduction, Sutton,” Veronica said as she slid into the chair on the other side of my table.
I sipped my Nutella shake, which was a freebie for me, and gave her a shrug.  “Not my best timing, but they weren’t doing themselves or any of us a favor by staying in the shadows.”
“You surprise me, Mack,” she said, tilting her head to one side.
“Good,” I said with a decisive nod.  “Um, how?”
“I don’t think any of the witches paid any attention to them beyond noticing they were a couple.  But you got all curious.”
“My father and my uncle both trained us to pay attention.  Called it a survival trait.”
“Did you pay attention when I arrived?” she asked.
I snorted.  “Please.  Took me a month to notice the happy couple.  Dangerous witches command immediate focus, but dangerous, gorgeous witches are top priority.”
“Ah, you charmer,” she said.
“I was talking about Tersa,” I said.
“Sure you were,” she said with a smirk.  “Have fun with your little experiment,” she finished before sauntering back to the table she was sharing with Sierra. 
They had computers and books laid out and appeared to be studying.  I’m pretty sure they were actually on overwatch, as everyone else had classes to attend.  My classmates knew what I was doing and were keeping an eye on me.
I looked down at my own laptop.  The screen was divided into several windows, some of which were updating themselves.  One window had a familiar face in it, although it wasn’t looking my way.
“What is it that you’re actually doing?” I asked.
His eyes flicked my way, then back to where they had been looking: upward.  “Omega is building a manufacturing facility on the moon,” he said in my Bluetooth earpiece.  “I’m dragging space salvage to him.”
“Space salvage?  Oh, Vorsook ships?”
“Yeah, mostly.  There’s a truly massive amount of stuff floating around.  I’ve been moving the biggest chunks first, right onto the moon, but there’s still so much.”
“Father, please open a portal here and an exit here,” Omega said from some speaker in Declan’s room.  Declan lowered his gaze to his own screen, looking just to the side of whatever microdrone was recording him for me.  The view changed as Omega moved the tiny drone around behind Declan’s shoulder so I could see what he was looking at.  On the screen in front of Earth’s witch, a massive dull-gray machine, clearly showing extensive damage, crashed slowly and silently into the surface of what I guessed was the moon.  Clouds of dust billowed up as the huge craft landed near a veritable storm of flitting drones constructing an even larger structure.  Some of the drones left their positions and flew to the new salvage material.
“Cool, right?” my buddy asked.
“Yeah. Use the enemy’s resources against him.  Very Art of War,” I said.
On my own screen, one of the side windows suddenly showed a man’s face and biography.  Justin Arsenault, career diplomat, Canada.  Someone entered the shop and when I lifted my head, it was the same man.  He looked around, then headed right for me.
I met his gaze as he came to a stop by my table.  Without a word exchanged, I waved at the seat in front of me.  “My personal recommendation is the Nutella shake, although they still have vanilla and chocolate available.”
“They have Nutella?” he asked, caught off guard.
“A pallet was secured for them,” I said.  Omega had personally delivered the load after I had approached the owner with the idea that I would be regularly taking up space in their struggling shop.
Mr. Arsenault pulled out the chair and sat down.
“Canada, right?”
He paused, surprised for a moment, but his recovery was fast.  “The computer, of course?”
“Yes.  This is a new idea and you’re my first contact of the day, so your shake is on me,” I said, lifting my hand.  One of the staff immediately brought a preprepared shake, setting it in front of my guest.
“What can I do for Canada today?” I asked.
He looked a little nonplussed.  Look at me using SAT words. 
“Ah, yeah,” he said, clearly trying to regain his initiative.  “I thought this would be a surprise to you, but clearly it’s intentional.”
I nodded and he went on.
“So, ah, Canada has, of course shut down oil recovery attempts and in fact, we’ve been remediating as much site damage as we can,” he said.
“Cool,” I said with a nod as I took a sip of my shake. 
“But we would like to recover some other very valuable material from Canada’s soil, to help us transition from fossil fuels.”
The screen in front of me changed to show a chart of strange metal names and their uses.
“Rare earth elements?” I guessed.
He froze for a moment, glancing around us as he recovered.  “Ah, yeah.”
“So you’re wondering if she’ll object to the mining?”
The Declan window on my laptop showed him turning to look at me, head tilted.  Then he nodded and the split window showed me a bunch of new information as Omega updated it.
“So you’ll want to totally avoid mass strip and pit mining.  Use more noninvasive techniques,” I said.  “Like the difference between open heart surgery and cardiac catheterization.  Should be good to go.”
“You know that or you’re guessing?” he asked.
“I know.  That’s why you’re here, Justin Arsenault.  Because you hoped I had access.  Ding-ding-ding.  We have a winner,” I said.  “Anything else?”
“Well, there are a number of questions about our natural resources,” he said, pulling a list from his pocket.  For the next ten minutes, we talked about bio-desiel, quartz sand for solar panels, forestry products, and multiple other opportunities in this new post oil and gas world.  Finally, he sipped the last of his shake, shook my hand, and left.
I glanced over at Sierra and Veronica, who had given no indication of noticing my guest.  Tilting her head without looking from her laptop, Veronica lifted one hand and rang an imaginary bell.  “Ding-ding-ding?” she asked in a soft, sarcastic tone, still not looking. 
“More studying, less sass,” I said.
Both girls scoffed at that.  Then my screen changed, showing me an attractive blonde woman.
Marina Agafonova, career diplomat, Russia.  The front door dinged and I looked up.  Oh my.  Much more interesting than the nice Canadian dude.  I mean, older sure, maybe early thirties, but dang.  Blonde, blue eyes, fit, very professional, and headed straight for me.
My screen changed and I glanced down, finding just a single phrase: reason unknown.
I looked back up and she was right in front of me.  I was tempted to stand up as my mother had trained me to do in the presence of a woman, but I hadn’t for the other guy, so I decided against it.  To my right side, I could literally feel the Water witch and the werewolf paying attention.  I waved at the open seat.
“What can I do for Russia?” I asked with a smile.  She lit up with her own smile, sliding gracefully into the chair, the movement sending a very nice wave of perfume over me.
“Mister Sutton, such a warm welcome,” she said, her voice having a rather notable huskiness to it along with a very slight accent.
I raised a hand for another shake delivery and the staff guy almost hurt himself rushing it to our table.
“So I would think that Russia would be able to produce much of its own food.  Aren’t you guys big exporters of wheat or barley or something?” I asked.
“Oh, I’m not here with you about food,” she demurred, her smile coquettish, her tone even throatier (if that is in fact a word).  I smiled back, alarm bells ringing.  Last time a woman was this flirty, I almost ended up as a demon snack.
“In fact,” she continued, “ever since the Omega took over, those pesky sanctions we faced have all but disappeared.  We do, as you pointed out, export significant food.”
“Then to what do I owe your visit?” I asked.
“Can’t a woman just approach a handsome man?” she asked.
I heard a low sound, almost a growl, but when I glanced at Sierra, she was staring at Veronica, whose head was down over her computer.
“You’re very coy, Ms. Agafonova, but rarely do career diplomats approach college guys, at least in my experience.”
She smiled in regret, “Which I believe might be an error, yet you are again correct, Mack… if I may call you Mack?”
“You may… Marina,” I said.  That odd, low sound happened again, but I couldn’t place it.
“I am here about witches, Mack,” she said without any further preamble.
“Witches?” I asked.
“You study among them and in fact help teach them, I understand,” she said.  “An impressive undertaking for a male nonwitch.”
“And Russia wants to … congratulate me?” I asked, thoroughly confused.
“No. Well, yes, but what Russia wants is to have some of our witches attending your school,” she said.
“I’m confused.  Russia has five kids here and by the way… I’m a student, sometimes an assistant instructor.  I have nothing to do with admissions.  You should meet with Gina Velasquez if you want more admission slots.”
“Let’s just say that our welcome by official parties has been…”
“Bleak?” I offered.
“Nonexistent is more like it,” she said with a sad smile.
“Um, have you talked to the co-founder?  You know—last name Demidova?”
“It’s been hard to get on her schedule, but we have a date.  It’s just that perhaps if it was suggested to your premier instructor, we might get things moving faster,” she said, speaking slowly.
“Ashling O’Carroll?  Can’t you just send her an email?” I asked, frowning.
It was her turn to frown, her expression starting to look a little doubtful.  Of the situation or maybe my intelligence.
“We were thinking of your other instructor—the one you used to room with?”  She was definitely reconsidering my cognitive abilities.
“Declan?  He doesn’t really have anything to do with admissions either.  Heck, he’s only teaching part-time these days as it is.”
He was now looking at me in the window on my laptop, smirking at my performance.
“I was certain you meant Ashling when you said premier instructor,” I added.  On the screen, Declan’s smile disappeared.  I struggled to keep a straight face.
“I’m sure he has influence,” she pressed, giving me a hopeful smile.
I tilted my head, then looked up over her head, clearly giving her words careful consideration.
“Maybe,” I finally allowed.  “But why should Russia get more kids?”
“Because we have more kids—more witch children.”
“More than who?” I asked.  “More than China?  Russia has a tenth of China’s population and you think you have more witch kids?”
“We do.  China has at times suppressed their naturally emerging talents.  We have not.”
“You still need to take this to Tanya, Gina, or Director Stewart of Oracle.  Maybe have your ambassador speak to the State Department or something.  I have no juice with regard to admissions and in case you missed it, Declan’s pretty busy with global and extraterrestrial threats.  He very seldom teaches at all.”
“But he gives you lessons to impart to the witches.  Our existing students have explained this.  Nadia, in particular, has told us much about your substitute teaching,” she said, smirking.
I felt myself tighten up.  A glance at my computer screen showed a smirking Declan.  Nadia and I had gone out for a bit, after my time with Erika.  Nothing serious, but I found myself reluctant to have it brought up here and now.
“Again, Marina, you need to speak with the people who actually run the school.”
“Very well, Mack Sutton.  I had high hopes to bring my people good news, but it is not to be,” she said sadly, as if this moment had just ended her career.  On screen, Declan was playing an invisible violin.
The lady was overplaying it.  I’ve been duped by a Noble of Hell; this was kindergarten stuff by comparison.  “Well, at least you got a shake,” I said.  “And by the looks of that black marker on the side of it, you got Pete’s phone number as well,” I said, waving behind me, where I’m sure Pete the shake maker was watching us avidly.
Marina looked at me for a moment, her sad expression changing to dismissive.  She snorted, stood up, and headed for the door.  As she left, she gave me one last glance over her shoulder and then she was gone.
Veronica stood up and walked over to me.  I raised both eyebrows.
“Can’t a woman just approach a handsome man?” she asked in an overdone Russian accent.
“Why Ronnie… do you think I’m handsome?” I asked with a huge smile.
On screen, Declan palmed his face. 
Veronica sat down, pushed Marina’s shake to one side like it was a bug.  She looked up in time to see me glance down at my laptop and then smoothly spun the computer to face herself.  “Hah, knew it.  Is this dog and pony show really necessary, Declan?” she asked.
The speaker unmuted itself.  “Veronica, I’m busy rearranging the space around Earth.”
She glanced at me.  “He and Omega are building a moon base to fabricate new space toys,” I explained.  “I think this is working, at least a bit.  I mean, the Canadian guy was nice.”
“You sure seemed to think that Russian was nice,” she said.
“Please.  She was so over the top, it was ridiculous.  I’m just a good actor.”
“Another diplomat is approaching the building,” Omega suddenly said.  “South African, likely looking for new technology.”
Veronica stood up.  “Can’t they just talk to you directly, Omega?” she asked.
“Yes.  But they don’t.  They only trust human-to-human interaction,” Omega said from the laptop.
“Really?  But humans lie, cheat, and swindle,” she said, looking at the computer.
“They expect it and can often detect it, but not with me.”
“Ah, and a naïve young college guy is perfect fodder for these old diplomatic dogs like Marina,” she said, smirking at me before heading back to her own table.
I had four more visitors that day and opened lines of communication about food, energy technology, and medicine.  Sierra left before the day was done, but Veronica stayed the whole time.
“Didn’t you have any classes today?” I asked her on our walk back to Arcane.
“I attended one class remotely and finished two papers, so I actually made progress,” she answered.  “Plus, no way was I leaving your back exposed to those sharks.”
“Mostly just one shark,” I said.  “A Russian white tooth.”
“You actually saw through her performance?”
“Of course.  I’ve been schooled by the best,” I said.  Then I took a chance and reached over to grab her hand.  “But it’s nice having backup.”
Her smile was the best thing I saw all day.




Chapter 20

“Ruin is rapid,” Professor Kumar stated loudly, his voice overriding the pre-class conversations.
“The Seneca effect, Professor?” a girl in the front row asked.
“Exactly, Hillary,” he said with smile of approval.  “The Roman Philosopher Lucius Annaeus Seneca said it regarding the collapse of well, anything, but definitely systems.  What did he mean?”
“That it takes time for things to grow, but they can be destroyed or collapse extremely quickly,” another kid said.
“Exactly,” Kumar said.  He turned to the podium, where a cardboard box sat upside down.  Pulling the box off with slow, deliberate motions, he revealed a small tower constructed of playing cards.  “It took me some time to build this triple layer house of cards,” the professor said, reaching one finger out to touch a single side card.  The house collapsed flat, several cards falling to the floor.  “And it went to ruin in an instant.  Why?”
“Because you knocked over one of the supports,” the first girl said.
“A support that the system that was the card tower relied upon?” he asked her.  She nodded.
“So what we get from Seneca’s statement is that systems can take a long time to build, but collapse in an instant.”
“Like our whole world,” the annoying bearded kid who’d outed me several weeks ago said.
“Like our whole world,” Kumar said nodding.  His eyes flicked my way.  “Our energy supply stopped suddenly and the financial system, all the economies of the world, the power grid, the food supply, all collapsed.”
“And our governments basically collapsed when Omega appeared,” another student said.
“Did they?  Or did Omega fill a void?” Kumar asked the class.
I knew this one, or at least was familiar with the idea, as Gina had made us talk about it in seminar.
“The emergence of the supernaturals started a loss of governmental control, which created a void,” I said.
“I would argue that the emergence was the trigger for the cascade, but the real reason was something we talked about a while ago: unchecked growth,” Kumar said, nodding at me.
“And that growth led to massive inequities and loss of opportunities,” the girl in front of me said.
“That might be true here in the US,” Kumar said. 
“But as one of the biggest economies, that instability here created instability elsewhere,” I said.  “Which made things vulnerable when the emergence occurred.”
“You have either given this much thought or discussed it in another class?” Kumar asked.
“We have a seminar at Arcane to delve into this stuff,” I admitted.
“Fascinating,” Kumar said.  “But back to the topic.  You have an ingrained power structure that favors a tiny percent of the population and disenfranchises increasing numbers of the rest.  Along comes a revelation that power is not simply military, political, or economic.  Power could be the ability to change shapes, control superhuman speed and strength, be almost invulnerable, or exercise quantum power itself.  What happens?”
“People freaked the F out,” Beard boy said.
“Exactly,” Kumar said.  “But what people and how much?”
The class was quiet for a moment.  “Well, most everybody freaked out,” the girl in front of me said.  I started thinking of her as Red because her hair was dyed a bright crimson.
“Really?  Everyone?  All the same?” Kumar asked.  “Mack, is that what you experienced?”
“Me?  I already knew about werewolves, so it wasn’t that big of a deal when I found out about vampires, witches, demons… Chris Gordon,” I said.  Then I thought more about it.  Again, we had covered this all in the first seminars that Gina had taught.
“You knew Chris Gordon before the emergence, before Washington?” Dr. Kumar asked, holding himself very still.
“Ah, yeah,” I said, watching all the kids in the class watch me.
Kumar was nodding, but it seemed like it was to himself.  “What did you observe about how the world handled it?”
“Well, having it come out by watching a demon lord attempt to destroy the US government, only to be stopped by a guy who looked more like a superhero than a supernatural was probably a good thing.  Having Stacia fighting evil in her beast form was helpful.  The demons were the terrifying part, not the super dude or the White Werewolf.  And then, when she transforms back to a supermodel type, well, that sorta makes it less scary—unless you’re the government that almost got wiped out.”
Dr.  Kumar raised his arm and pointed his finger at me.  “That.  Right there.  Explain,” he said.
“The government freaked out because of all the powers on display.  Tried to control Gordon and his team.  Almost got into a war with him and the Coven.  And that was before witches became known.”
The professor turned and looked around the class.  “Yes.  The general population was concerned, but it was the power elite who had the most to lose.” He turned back to me.  “How do you control beings with that kind of power?”
“Same way you control anyone,” I said.  “Rules and regulations, enforced by people with the same power.  At least, that’s what we told the feddies but other than Oracle, they didn’t embrace it.  Well, the FBI did, but most of the others… not so much.”
“You say we?” Dr. Kumar asked me, his eyes gleaming.
“Yeah.  We… us… the students at Arcane,” I responded.
“You’ve never defined how you fit in with that… group,” Dr. Kumar noted.
I shrugged.  “We’re there because Chris Gordon and Tanya Demidova offered it to us,” I said.
“Us?” he asked, brows arched.
No way was I talking about Jetta with these people.  “So, to answer your question, I’m not a were nor a witch.  Just a guy who happened to be involved with supernaturals.”
“Just a guy, huh?”  the girl, Red, snorted.
Kumar grinned at her comment but seemed to let it go as he looked over the entire class. 
“But the government never collapsed?” Beard boy asked.
“It didn’t, did it?  At least visibly, but what did it do?” the professor asked.
“It became ineffective,” Red said.  “Exposed its weaknesses, became divided over the question of what to do with supernaturals, both parties becoming split again and again over ideology and dogma.  The Left saying supes are people too, while the Right demands control and enforcement.”
“Yes.  Mack, you say you control supernaturals with rules and regulations, but what if they flout them?”
“You arrest them and punish them—but you need other supes to do that.  We had a few days where we met with federal agents and discussed this, but most of them couldn’t fathom using werewolves and witches to arrest other supes.  FBI did a little, and Oracle was already on that train, but not the rest.”
“You’re saying the government froze up?” Kumar asked me.
“Yeah, I guess.  Then Omega was out and the Vorsook were revealed too, and well, here we are.”
“Ah yes, the aliens,” Dr.  Kumar said.  “The last nail in the coffin of government.  If they can’t contain the supernatural world, they certainly couldn’t contain aliens with super advanced technology.  And thus the house of cards fell.”
“But what happens next?” Red asked.
“Next something new rises from the ashes,” Kumar said.  “And we all have front row seats to observe it.”
“Some of us more front row than others,” Red said, looking over her shoulder at me.  “Not that I want to be that close, mind you.”
“No shit,” Beard said, also staring at me.  “Bet you wish you were a witch, huh?” he asked.  The whole class looked at me and not a one looked envious of my situation. 




Chapter 21

A staccato knock on my door.
“Come in, Jetta,” I yelled, recognizing the beat.
I couldn’t feel the wards like the witches, but mine were keyed to make a sound when they were either armed or disarmed.  They sounded now, the traditional bugle of a horse race.  The door opened and Jetta slipped in, closing it behind her.
“What’s up, Jet?” I asked, swiveling my desk chair to look at her.  She looked super serious.  “Something wrong?  What happened?”
“What are you doing?” she asked me, eyes narrowed.
“Studying?” I said, then my brain kicked in.  “Oh.  The hunt.  Well, you know most of the plan.  I’ve got some ideas I’m working out to slow them down though.  There’s still time.”
She shook her head, her ombre-colored hair swinging side to side.  “No. I know that, you moron.  What are you doing with Veronica?”
“Um, what?  I’m not doing anything with Veronica,” I said, frowning at her.
“Don’t bullshit me, Mack.  She’s my friend and we have an agreement that you don’t hit on my friends.”
“I’m not hitting on her.  I haven’t done a thing.  We’re friends,” I said.  “At least, I think she’s my friend.  Why?”
“You were holding her hand the other day.” She was accusing me of what?
Now I felt both of my brows head for the ceiling, all on their own.  “Oh my!  You caught us.  Your network of spies has found out that I held her hand.  Her reputation is ruined.”  I was starting to get angry.
She frowned at me, blinked, and tilted her head.  “You held her hand… but you haven’t seduced her?”
“Seduced?  What are you?  Forty years old?  No, I haven’t seduced anyone, Jet.  I haven’t even been with anyone.  Not since…”
“Lilith?” she guessed.  “No one?” she asked in disbelief.
“No,” I said, spinning back around to face my desk.
“Dude, that was months ago,” she said.
“Really?  Stills seems pretty fresh in my head.”
“Wait… the Burlington Lothario doesn’t trust girls now?” she asked, a tone of amusement finding its way into her voice.
I turned back to her, opening my mouth to object, but paused to think through my actual thoughts.  “Trust?  Maybe that’s not the right word,” I started, then thought some more.  “Then again, trust is part of it, I guess.  In one of my business classes last semester, we got talking about business relationships.  Mutual understanding, communication, quid pro quo, and that stuff.  I realized that I haven’t actually formed relationships with girls, I just—well, you know.”
“Bedded them?” she asked archly.  “Seduced them?”
“I never mistreated anyone, never stopped talking to any of the girls I’ve been with, never represented that I was after anything but a fun time—a fun time for both of us.  And none of them were one-night stands,” I said.  “But”—I held up my hand to forestall the words that were making her eyes bulge—“I also never got to know any of them beyond what it took to get their attention.”
“Oh?” she asked, hands on hips.  “No kidding, Mack.  Why do you think I never tell anyone my last name if I can help it?  You know how many times girls have heard Sutton and asked if I was related to that player Mack Sutton?”
I actually hadn’t thought about that.  “I didn’t know that, Jet.  You shouldn’t be ashamed of our last name because of me.”
She waved it away.  “It’s not that big a deal.  Frankly, if I do admit it, some of them start asking if you’re seeing anyone.  It’s embarrassing, more than anything.”
“Oh,” was all I could think to say.
“It has been better lately, but then you’ve been hanging around with Veronica all the time,” she said.
“All the time?  That seems a bit of an overstatement, don’t you think?”
“No, not really,” she said.
“Well, that’s not all me.  Not like I go looking for her… she’s just there.”
“Because she likes you, moron,” she said.
“Oh.  Wait… she likes me?”
“For a ladies’ man, you are being blind,” she said.
“Well, I had sorta hoped, but with Declan and all the witches…”
“There’s like only two witches here that still believe they have a chance with Declan, and neither of them is Veronica.”
“Well, I like her too.”
“Then you are hitting on her?” she asked, confused.
“No, just hanging out with her.  She’s obviously gorgeous, but she’s also pretty intimidating.”
“Since when did a woman intimidate you?”
“Oh, there’ve been lots.” I held up one hand and started ticking them off.  “Tanya, Stacia, Katrina, Nika, Lydia; hell, any female vampire ever.  Frankly, some of the were girls are scary, as are most of the witches, and Tami is frankly terrifying.”
“So you’re scared of Veronica?” she asked.  “But held hands with her?”
“I’m not scared of her.  Well aware that without my amulet, she could stop my heart or give me a brain aneurism with a thought, but I’m not scared.  I’ve just been hanging out.  You know… getting to know who she is.”
“Wow, I could almost thank Lilith,” Jetta said, then held up her hand, palm out.  “Almost.  Except for the part about making you betray us all and robbing you of free will.  But who is this new Mack Sutton?”
“Someone who learned transactional sex isn’t maybe the great idea that it seemed like.”
“Because the player can get played?”
“I guess,” I admitted.
“And you actually like Veronica?  You’re not just adding a notch to your gun belt?”
“Jet I’ve never been a notch kind of guy.  I just like girls.  But in this case, I’m not even sure if she likes me like that, although you say she does,” I said, because now I was fishing for info.
“She seems to.”
“But I have a reputation, as you’ve so kindly pointed out?”
My sister shrugged.  “Who the hell knows, Mack.  You’re a good-looking guy, funny, smart, totally loyal, not to mention you cured her sister’s cancer.  But your biggest flaw is this addiction to every girl that smiles at you.”
“Lilith smiled at me,” I said.  “Most gorgeous smile I’ve ever seen.  Look where that got me.”
She studied me for a moment, arms crossed, eyes narrowed.  “Hmm.  I’d like to believe you, brother mine, but…”
I shrugged.  “Don’t know what to tell you.”
“That’s just it.  Words don’t count; actions do,” she said, turning toward the door.  “But,” she said, glancing back, “remember: I’ll be watching.  And Mack?  Veronica is a really powerful witch.  Hurt her and she’ll likely hurt you back.”
“Just hanging out, Jet,” I said.
“Hmpft,” she scoffed, then she was gone, leaving me to try and read my business law assignment.  Ten minutes and two sentences later, I gave up.  Snacks.  That was the answer.
I threw on flip-flops and headed to the cafeteria.  Based on what I knew from personal on-campus experience and talking with other college kids, Arcane’s food beat any of the other colleges around.  Declan had flat-out asked Gina Velasquez about it once and her reply was, “Would you take a chance on feeding werewolves and witches less than the best or the most?”
Cereal, milk, juice, nuts, fruit, cheese, hardboiled eggs, bread, multiple nut butters, jellies, and luncheon meat were always available.  If you wanted candy bars, soda, energy drinks, or bags of chips, the lobby vending machines were kept religiously stocked, and you could even use your room key to access them, in addition to debit cards or cash.
Personally, I was interested in peanut butter and honey on toast.  With chocolate milk.  Fifteen minutes later, I was on my second slice when four werewolves came in.  Keitan, Tyler, Darla, and Colin.
“’Sup, Mack?” Keitan asked.  I liked that kid a lot.  Of course, Jetta and I had been there the night he’d been bitten.  Dellwood, Clary, and a bunch of wolves had been running the woods north of Burlington, and my sister and I had hung out with them.  People think weres are super volatile and quick to take offense to the point of being dangerous, but that’s really just with people they don’t know.  When you’re actually friends with them and understand the do’s and do not’s, well they’re much more likely to get protective of you than snippy.  Anyway, Keitan was already a capable, trustworthy kind of guy before he got infected, and the Change just seemed to make him more so.
“Study break goodness,” I said, waving my toast at them.
Tyler sniffed the air and despite being twenty feet away, frowned.  “Honey?  On peanut butter?” he asked.  “What’s wrong with Mr. Smucker’s best?”
“Dude, honey and peanut butter is the best,” Colin said, giving me a nod.  “Better for you too.  No additives.”
So that was new.  For a while, Colin had been harboring a bit of a grudge but for some reason, ever since the witches had taken a run at me, he’d been less of an ass.  Agreeing with me on a snack choice was outright friendly.
“Ah, dude, we’re werewolves… preservatives ain’t going to do jack shit to us,” Tyler responded.
“Ha!  That’s what you think,” Colin said, heading toward the commercial grade toasters.  Darla peeled off from the group and headed my way.
“Hey,” she said when she was right in front of me. 
“Hey right back at ya,” I said, giving her a puzzled smile.
“So, Clary, Sierra, and I have been working on some different cover scents for you,” she said.
“Really?” I asked, mildly excited.  “Skunk, fox, and doe are dead giveaways to you guys like almost always.”
“Yeah, no shit.  I’ve got to do a project for my Chemistry class and I’m focusing on esters.  They use those for hunter scents, but I’m working on ones with cheap whiskey and beer scents for use in urban areas.”
“Darla, that’s awesome,” I said.  “If they can give me even a few extra minutes of confusion, that could make all the difference.  Thank you.”
“Well, you’re representing all of us, so we gotta all pitch in.”
“How did that happen to come about?” I asked.
“A bunch of us on the girls’ floor were talking about it and Clary mentioned how overused the hunting scents were now days.  One of the witches said for downtown Burlington, we should have beer-scented covers.  That dark-haired witch you hang out with—Veronica.  Anyway, just thought you should know we’re working on it.”
“Thank you.  Really.  I’m going to need every bit of help I can get.  I’m lucky to have all of you helping me.”
“Luck?  You’ve got that in spades, Sutton,” she said, heading toward the other weres who were building sandwiches.
I was pretty lucky, I thought, an image of exactly the same dark-haired witch popping into my head.  Except for the four chapters of desert-dry law reading that I had to finish.  Oh, well, time to get back to it.




Chapter 22

The bells on the door jangled and I looked up, appraised the newcomer, and then went back to my paper on systems decline.  My single glance had shown me a girl about my age, long brown hair, eyes a hazel-ish color, dressed in black slacks and a light blue top.  Just another college kid, here for a shake.  Hope she wanted a Nutella shake, because that’s all they could currently make.  Supply chain shortages were getting worse. 
The shop was loud as two tables of guys on either side of me were trading insults and laughter.
Then the chair in front of me screeched a bit as it was dragged out and when I lifted my head in response, I found said college girl sitting down across from me.  The shake shop got quiet.
“Ah, hello?” I said, studying her all over again.  A couple of new details sank through the writing fog that cluttered up my brain.  First, her clothes seemed, maybe, a bit more professional than your typical coed would be wearing on a Wednesday morning.  Second, she didn’t have a bookbag, but instead she opened a leather briefcase and pulled out a tablet and wireless keypad.
“Hello, Mack Sutton. My name is Charity Dunworth.  I understand you’re granting interviews.” She smiled a pleasant, professional smile.
“Granting interviews?” I asked, carefully keeping my eyes on her and not glancing to either side of me.
“That’s the word on the street,” she said, still smiling.
“The word is interview?  That’s pretty strong.  More like I’ve been available for a friendly chat.  Interview is something you do to get a job or if you’re a…” I froze, staring at her in horror.
“Journalist,” she finished for me, still smiling.
“The word on the street is wrong.  I’m not giving interviews, and why exactly would a journalist want to interview me anyway?”
“Ah, the dumb college guy ploy,” she said.  “Please.  Let’s not go there.”
“Well, it’s true.  I’ve been chatting with people who feel a need to attempt to reach out.  I’m just a conduit—like a telephone line.  You know, back when telephones had lines.”
“Oh, Mack.  Tsk, tsk,” she said, waving a finger at me.  “Your very best buddy is the most powerful person on Earth, and he would move big chunks of that earth if you asked.  That makes you an immensely interesting person to just about everyone.  And here you sit.  Ready to chat.”
I took a moment to marshal my thoughts.  Hmm, marshal.  First time I’ve used that in a sentence, even one that never left my head.  Oh wait, getting sidetracked.  Back to marshalling.
“My conversations have been with career diplomats who find it useful to ask me questions they’ve been unable to ask Declan.  None of them have requested to interview me for an article in… who did you say you work for?”
“I’m independent.  I write my pieces and shop them out to whoever is willing to pay the most for them.  I don’t allow editing and I don’t listen to editors.  My pieces are my own,” she said, spinning her tablet around to show me a portfolio of articles with most of the top news agencies in the country. 
“So why should I do this?  What do I get out of this?” I asked.  A snicker came from somewhere on my left.  One of the psychic kids was clearly amused by my situation.  I didn’t ask them to be here, just like I hadn’t requested that a four pack of werewolves sit watch on my right side.  Nonetheless, there they all sat.  Great. 
“A chance to set the record straight for your friend.  There are a lot of loud voices in the world today, condemning the Steward and his werewolf mate.”
“Charity, people either praise him or hate him.  The cement their opinions are written in has long since hardened to concrete.  Nothing I say will change minds already made up.”
“I don’t believe that.  To continue your analogy, concrete, no matter how hard, can be chipped and broken.  I think the right article will be a great sledgehammer.”
Shit, she was kicking my ass at this analogy thing.
“Ah, but what’s the right article?  How can I be sure of how you will write it, that you’ll accurately quote me?”
She tilted her head.  “Omega?” she asked, slightly tentative, as if he might not answer.
“Miss Dunworth has authored sixteen articles that touch on either me or Father or both.  Her reporting ranges from neutral to gently biased in our favor,” my laptop said.
“And you’ll keep her honest this time too?” I asked, earning myself a deep frown from Charity.
“Of course.”
I looked at the time on my computer.  Ten forty-one.  “I’ll give you till ten after eleven.”
“A half hour?  How about an hour?”
“Forty minutes, and that’s all I can spare.  Lots of diplomats, as you know.”
She studied me for a moment with narrowed eyes, then nodded.
“Okay, so I’ll get right to it then.  This will have to be a bit brusque, but well, time constraints, you know.”
“Go ahead.”
“How do you feel that your best friend and his girlfriend are self-admitted murderers?”
“I wasn’t with them and can’t judge what they went through.  I can only judge what I personally know about them and from what I know, have seen, and experienced, I have to give them the benefit of the doubt.”
“Where were you when your best friend was going through this alleged trial?” she asked.
“Not here.  Your words make me think you might not be as unbiased as you say.” 
“Noted.  Where is not here?”
“Elsewhere.  I thought we were talking about Declan and Stacia?”
“We are.  Have you personally met Gaia?”
“No.  She appeared at the courthouse, which I was not at, but otherwise, just Declan and Stacia have met with her.”
“How then can we be certain she’s real?”
Really?  So that’s the road she was taking.  “Have you interviewed any witches?” I asked.
“No. The three Circles that were at the courthouse refuse to talk to media,” she said.
“No, I mean any witches?”
She frowned.  “They don’t exactly advertise who they are.  Why?”
That was true.  Ever since all the medieval bonfires, stoning, and pond dunkings, witches had become supremely talented at hiding who and what they were.  My Arcane classmates took extraordinary precautions that I never even thought about.  Myself, I had been outed by my UVM classmates.
“Because all of them say she was real.  Every witch I know, every witch I’ve ever met, says that when Ma Earth appeared at that grand jury, they felt it—no matter where they were.”
“And you believe them?” she asked, her tone implying I was being conned and her smile indicating I was too stupid to know it.
“Yup.”
She stared at me for a few moments.  I sipped my shake.  I hadn’t even offered her one.  “Hey, you want a shake?  They taste awesome and they’re only twenty-five dollars each, which is a steal in today’s world.”
“No. No shake, and we’ll circle back to your comment about the state of the world in a moment.  You really, honestly, think the witches are telling the truth?”
“Yes.  I’ve been around witches for quite a while now.  Years.  I live and study with them.  I’ve met all kinds of shapeshifters, vampires, witches, even fae.  I’ve played tricks on witches and suffered the kind of tricks they play back.  I know, as a matter of survival, when they are fooling and when they are deadly serious.  And for your information, they don’t joke about Herself.”
“Ever?”
“Ever,” I confirmed.  “On top of that, if you need more empirical information, I offer the complete shutdown of all oil, coal, or natural gas sources everywhere on the planet at the same time.  On top of that, I’m willing to bet you didn’t have your head under a rock during the Vorsook attack and likely watched the videos after.”
“Couldn’t that be a false flag by your pal?”
“What’s that now?  Declan somehow shut off all fossil fuel sources globally by himself, then created literal earth-shattering pyrotechnics that were picked up by every monitoring device on Earth?”
“He would have had Omega’s help.”
“You’ve done a piss poor job of investigating if you haven’t confirmed that wells just stopped producing, coal veins disappeared, and pockets of natural gas simply vanished.  Declan was likely born as one of the most powerful witches, if not the most powerful.  I’ve seen his powers grow through every phase, including elemental magic.  What he wields now is beyond any elemental I’ve ever seen, including the biggest volcanoes, mountains, hurricanes, or bodies of water.  By his own admission, it is beyond human capacity to handle without almost divine intervention.  You did see the footage of those Holland Tunnel-sized laser beams he was shooting into space, right?”
I felt my voice rising as I talked but I didn’t realize how loud I got until I noticed Matthew make a lowering motion with his left hand.
“Fair,” she said, her fingers clicking on her keypad.  “Yes, I talked to at least fifty different energy industry executives while preparing for this.  Your points are valid.  And for the record, I happened to be outside the night of the attack and almost went blind when one of those beams went off over my state.  Now, you mentioned the state of the world.  What’s your take on it?”
“Shitty.  All fucked up.  While I’m happy to be alive, I would have trouble justifying our existence to Gaia.”
“Really?  You don’t think humans have a God-given right to this world?”
“Nope.  We’re supposed to be stewards of it, like we used to be hundreds of years ago, but we’ve just gone crazy with population, environmental damage, and disregard for the natural world.  Personally, I don’t know why Ma Nature even made that deal with Dec.  Why not just kill us all off?”
“That very question has been poised by some very intelligent humans.  Any ideas?” she asked.
“Maybe it was a personal favor to God,” I said.  “I mean, there’s a reason Chris and Tanya are running around like Superman and Wonder Woman.  Also, there’s the aliens.  The Vorsook.  Gaia can’t fling giant moon-blasting laser beams without a proxy, so there’s that.”
“Interesting theories.  I’ve heard variations of them before, but not from anyone as close to the situation as you are.  Where do you think we are headed?”
I thought about my answer for a bit, taking another sip of shake to buy time. 
“I, personally, see three possibilities.  One, we get our shit together, under Omega’s guidance, and lose only about three billion people.  Second, we struggle with our inability to think of anyone but ourselves and we lose as much as three quarters of humanity.  The third one is really much like the second, only we really shit the bed and fight among ourselves until we lose the whole human race.  Oh, and none of those account for the Vorsook.”
“Why not?  Why discount the aliens?” she asked.
“Because only Omega and Declan together can fend them off, which they will do whether anyone lives or not.  If we lose either of them, well, probably game over.”
“That’s bleak.  Which one do you think is most likely?”
“I’m leaning toward number two.  I’ve seen some really great movements and actions around the world, but I’ve also seen those folks who don’t care if the world burns.  Personally, the people that Declan and Stacia executed were some of the worst of that type.  By forcing those two to make that choice, Mother Earth might have moved the needle a little in our favor.”
She stared at me for a full minute without blinking.  Then she shut her eyes for a moment and nodded to herself.
“Where are they now?” she asked.  “Declan, Stacia, and her wolves?”
“No idea,” I said.  “I don’t ask, and he doesn’t tell.” That wasn’t exactly true, as I had picked up enough clues from video conference calls to know they were in Europe, but I hadn’t narrowed it down yet.  “Wouldn’t tell if I did know.  We need him safe, and people can’t be trusted.”
“You honestly think his life is in danger?” she asked.
“Absolutely.  What else?” I asked.
“Let’s go back to your statement about all the supernaturals you’ve met.  What kind of fae have you met?”
I took a glance to both my left and right sides.  Both sets of bodyguards were listening with avid interest.
“Yeah, sure, why not.”  She had twenty minutes left and the more of them I could fill with non-Declan-related topics, the better.  Outside the shake shop, a line began to form, people clearly representing most of the world’s races, all in professional dress, all looking for answers.  It was going to be a long day.




Chapter 23

The interview with Charity should have been the oddest event of the day.  It wasn’t.  I met with people from five foreign countries and three government agencies before I called it a day.  The last interview was with the Department of Agriculture, which was fairly odd, as Omega had been working with them all along.  They had so many farming programs going, so many subsidies, that it literally took a super quantum computer to orchestrate it all.  I know that because the two Midwestern-sounding agents listed them for me.
“That’s really awesome, but you’re already talking to the source. Why do you need me?” I asked.
“We communicate with Omega daily but not the Steward,” Ken, the blond one said.  Of course he was named Ken.  Jetta went through a Barbie phase years ago, before the death of our parents changed everything.  This would amuse her to no end.
“I get that, but why do you need to talk to Declan?”
“We’ve seen the footage… of him… growing things,” Cooper, the dark-haired one, said.
I almost asked why, but the answer come to me before my mouth finished opening.  “You want him to grow stuff here?  In the States?” I asked instead.
“Well, yeah,” Ken answered.  “It’s his own country.”
“The same country that exports more food than any other?” I asked.
“The same country that exported food back when we had gasoline and petrochemicals,” Cooper said.
“Exactly,” I said.  “Exporting implies transporting.  You have to seed the ground, fertilize it, grow it, harvest, and ship it.  But if other countries, you know—the ones who used to import it—grow their own, then we can skip that pesky shipping thing.  America can produce just what it needs, while other countries produce what they need themselves.  That’s why he’s not here growing food in the place that already grows more food than it needs.”  
They looked uncomfortable, exchanging a glance before Cooper took the lead.
“Those exports amounted to over two hundred billion dollars last year,” he said.  “If we get rid of exports altogether, your shake made from hazelnuts will go the route of chocolate and vanilla.  In fact, I have no idea how these guys still have any Nutella to use.”
“I thought we were trying to feed the planet?” I asked.  “Did I miss something?  I mean, chocolate is awesome, but not exactly essential for survival.  Most people don’t have the money for something that expensive anyway.  They’re just trying to feed themselves and their families.  Hence the whole home garden movement that’s sweeping across pretty much everywhere.”
“Which has created an entire shadow economy in heritage seed trading,” Ken said, as if I had just made his point for him.
“So, you guys are really just about the money?  Right? Never mind the starvation thing,” I said, leaning back and crossing my arms.  Ken looked like he wanted to argue more, but Cooper was studying my posture and I saw the exact moment he called it quits.
“Thank you for your time, Mr. Sutton.  If you could at least pass on our conversation to your friend, we’d appreciate it,” he said, beginning to rise.  Ken looked at him in dismay but got the message pretty quick.
“Not a problem,” I said.  Last I knew, Declan was taking an ocean swim in what I was guessing was the Mediterranean, but he would see a condensed clip of all my chats today, courtesy of Omega productions.
As they left, I closed my laptop and packed up my bookbag.  It was still early afternoon, but I hadn’t gotten far enough on my paper, so I’d finish it in my room.
“You good?” Matthew asked.  Tyler watched as did Keitan, but Colin didn’t even look up from his textbook.  Kid was better but I had my doubts about us ever being friends.
“Yup.  Back to Arcane.  See you fellas there,” I said, then waved goodbye to the threesome of psychic kids on the other side of the shake shop.
Outside, Church Street was midlevel busy.  Tourism wasn’t a thing these days, but Burlington is Vermont’s biggest city and there were still locals using the walking street for trade and commerce.  Tables and canopy tents were lined up almost the full length of the street.  People were selling vegetables, seedlings, knit products, garden supplies, fish from Lake Champlain, meat from local farms, used furniture, kitchen products, canning gear, and handmade items of all kinds.  All that barter the Ag boys had talked about was in full swing right here in front of me. 
People paid as much with trade items as they did with cash.  Very few vendors took debit or credit cards, most relying on good old greenbacks and quite often, silver and gold.  Bullion coins were a big deal these days, but I saw gold chains and silver rings trading hands as well.  Times were tough and many a family was down a couch or family heirloom, but up a flock of chickens.  My eye caught on a table of knives and axes being sold by a local blacksmith, while at least four or five other tables in close range held used shotguns, bows, and hunting rifles, along with ammunition.  Two tables sold fishing gear, minnow traps, and seine nets.
Omega insisted on keeping game laws in place but had extended all of the country’s hunting and fishing seasons.  I was pretty certain many of the wrapped steaks in the coolers at the food booths were probably venison.  When asked about the damage people would do to the animal populations, Omega spouted facts and figures about the overabundance of deer and how this would bring it into balance.  He’d pointed out that hunting isn’t as easy as people think.  Few had the skill to hunt truly wary deer.  The first few days of extended season had resulted in many downed bucks and does, but now they were making themselves exceedingly scarce as their most dangerous predator came after them long after hunting season was supposed to have ended.
A bike booth across from the hunting fishing folks was doing huge business as people bought old clunkers and newer carbon fiber-framed wonder bikes.  A guy to the left of the bike place was selling homemade electric bikes and go-carts.  Solar power panels and small homestead generators made to run on wind or water were for sale in several places as I walked up Church Street. 
I turned left on Pearl, leaving the commerce behind, my eyes scanning the street.  A young male in a green hoodie leaned against a telephone pole near the street, his back to me.  I walked past, but turned when I heard him move.  He came right toward me, white face framed inside the hood, green eyes almost the color of his shirt.
I typically walk around in what Jenks calls Code Yellow.  It’s a series of escalating levels of situational awareness similar to the old DEFCON levels before Omega took nuclear weapons off the table.  Jenks calls them Cooper’s Colors, named after some old badass gun guru he admired. 
Code White was sitting in my room, watching a movie, or writing a paper, the door locked and warded.  Some people would say it would be okay for being out of a dorm room and roaming around the building, but those people obviously don’t go to college with witches and weres.
Yellow was the color anytime I stepped out of my room.  Alert, aware of people, exits, and activity around me.  Should anything stand out, I would jump to Orange, my brain cataloging the threat or threats, actively gaming a response.  Red would bring me into full response mode, weapons and responses selected and ready to go.
I jumped straight to red as this guy came for me, left side of my body indexing toward him, glancing left and right quickly while my right hand moved to my right hip, sliding under my own hoodie to grasp my 9mm.
His purposeful march came to a halt, his eyes flicking over me, a tiny grin on his face.  Both of his hands came up, open and empty.  “Just saying hi,” he said, his tone simultaneously amused and unfriendly.  Like I was a joke.  “Wanted to see for myself what a freak lover looks like.”
My senses were super sharp, colors bright and clear, every sound extra loud in my ears.  My brain had tagged him as a true, deadly threat, his body language and verbal tone enough to leave me a split-second from drawing my pistol.  Jenks says that in times like this, your brain can go the opposite way and give you tunnel vision that locks your focus completely on the threat, ignoring the world around you, filling your ears with a roaring sound.  We spent hours in survival class training to keep our eyes scanning, ears listening, skin feeling the air around us just to avoid that dreaded telescope phenomenon. 
No one else was around, at least at the moment, just him and me.  He was taller and heavier than me, wearing jeans and work boots with his hoodie.  I wasn’t afraid of him physically, a whole raft of responses flooding my brain should he throw a punch, from blocks and counterstrikes to throws, but my body had gone for a gun.  Odd.  He had no obvious weapon, yet my threat assessment said lethal force was the best option should he attack.  That would make sense if he was a shapeshifter, vampire, or witch, or if he was armed.
He rocked back on his feet and for a brief second his shirt twisted against his torso, and a slight bulge formed in the front.  Tiny really, barely anything, yet I was suddenly certain he carried a gun under his sweatshirt, over his appendix, inside the waistband of his jeans.  Something my unconscious mind must have identified.
“How does it feel to murder millions of your own kind?  To grovel at the fur-covered feet of your inhuman masters, to lust for their Satan-loving bodies?” he asked.
“Step off and pull back on the cray-cray, dude,” I said, backing away from him, hand still ready to draw.
Surprise, surprise, he did just that, snapping to the right and crossing Pearl Street like I had somehow Jedi-Mastered him into obedience.  He picked up speed, crossing in front of an oncoming car that braked hard.  Within a few seconds, he was across the street and slipping between two houses.
A sharp buzzing sounded and suddenly a baseball-sized black ball of instant death slammed to a stop in front of me.
“Did you hear that shit, O?” I asked, walking backward, eyes still on the spot I had last seen him.
“I did, Mack Sutton,” the orb said.  “Voice stress analysis indicates he harbored hostile intentions toward you.  I did not get a visual.”
“White male, late teens to early twenties, Six feet tall, two hundred plus pounds, dark green hoodie, no markings, blue jeans, and light tan work boots.  Green eyes and possibly dark hair,” I said, pointing in the direction the dude had gone.
The orb zipped away, blurring with speed and I kept walking toward Arcane.  Removing oneself from a threatening environment was almost always the first and best response.  Arcane was just a few blocks away, and Omega was on the hunt. 
Half a block later, a high-pitched whine announced the supersonic arrival of three ping-pong-ball-sized minidrones, which immediately took up station around me.
“I have not located the individual you came in contact with, Mack,” Omega said.  Despite being a quantum supercomputer, or maybe because of it, Omega has a few tiny stress indicators of his own.  Anytime he uses my full name is one of them.  The fact he was down to just Mack was a good sign.  “I will continue to look for him, but he has apparently gone to ground.”
“He left suddenly, as if he knew you were coming, and while he was pretty fast, it was only human fast,” I said.
“He is likely inside one of the homes on the north side of Pearl Street,” Omega said.  “I will continue to observe.”
Which meant that baseball of death would hover unmoving over the street, scanning for the Green Hoodie until Omega decided otherwise.  But I was more interested in the fact that the guy had slipped Omega.  Actually, I was worried and impressed in equal measure.
With a prepared basement, garage, shed, box, or other hiding spot, the guy could have slipped from view.  It would have to be insulated for body heat, sound, and electromagnetic emissions to avoid a drone.  And how did he know Omega’s drone was inbound?
Preparation, communication, and watching allies was the only answer I came up with.  So why go through all that for a ten-second confrontation, a few bigoted words, and then a hasty retreat?  I was thoroughly unsettled by the time I got to Arcane.
Safely inside my warded dorm bunker, I tried to restart my paper, but the guy’s hostile face kept popping into my head, so after forty minutes, I finally got up and headed to the cafeteria floor for a snack.  Outside my room, a number of weres were huddled in the hallway.
“What’s going on?” I asked Justin.
“Colin’s in a coma.  Someone shot him in the head,” the big werebear said.
“He stopped at a food table on the way back from Church Street and the rest of the pack went on without him,” another kid said, clearly eager to spread the news.  “A couple of Champlain College kids found him on South Winooski and called 911.  He was rushed to UVM hospital, and they called Arcane when they found his ID card.  Gina’s going up there now.”
“All students report to the auditorium immediately,” the ceiling-mounted speaker said.  “A mandatory briefing and safety meeting will commence in fifteen minutes.”
All I could think of was Green Hoodie’s face as I followed the other kids down the stairs. 




Chapter 24

“Okay, listen up,” Mr. Jenks said from the front of the auditorium.  “Director Velasquez will be back at Arcane in a few minutes, but in the meantime, here’s what we know:  Colin Arnold was attacked by an unknown assailant or assailants sometime around three-fifteen this afternoon.  He has been shot in the head by what appears to be a small caliber weapon and is in the UVM hospital.  Currently his vital signs are stable, but he has not regained consciousness and the doctors are considering surgery.  Prior to this incident, Mack Sutton had an encounter with an unknown male who was able to elude one of Omega’s drones.  Omega?”
The androgynous every-human avatar that Omega favored appeared suddenly next to Jenks.  “Thank you, Mr. Jenks.  At two forty-seven p.m. this afternoon, an unknown individual approached Mack directly across from the corner of Pearl and George Streets, displaying aggressive body language and hostile comments.  At that time, I did not have any microdrones on or around Mack, so I dispatched a Mark 9 Disruptor drone, which arrived on scene at two forty-eight.  By that time, the individual had abruptly broken off his confrontation with Mack and moved quickly across Pearl Street and down the alley between the Subway and the rental property on the corner.  I was unable to locate him.  Mack reported that he was a seemingly human white male, in his late teens or early twenties, six feet tall, approximately two hundred pounds, green eyes, brown hair, wearing jeans, boots, and a dark green hoodie without any printing on it.  His physical speed was athletic but not supernatural.  Given the time he had, he would have had to have a prepared hiding spot in order to avoid my sensors.  Based upon his sudden departure, we surmise that he may have been alerted to the imminent arrival of my drone.  It is therefore unlikely that he was acting on his own.  Colin was shot approximately thirty minutes later.  My Disruptor, which was still on station, did not detect a firearms report, indicating that a suppressed weapon was used.”
A student on the tier two levels below me raised her hand.  “Mr. Omega, why hasn’t Colin healed?”
The LV virus that causes lycanthropy brings many positive things to the symbiosis table, among them superhuman strength and speed, preternatural senses, the ability to change form into a large predatory beast with greater mass, and a truly remarkable ability to heal almost all non-fatal wounds.  It was a good question.
“Let’s look at the scans,” Omega said, turning and pointing to the image of a classic x-ray scan of what I guessed was Colin’s head that just suddenly appeared hanging in the air.  “We can see the bullet here, which based on my own scans is almost certainly a .22 caliber forty-grain plain lead hollow point.  It is fairly deep into the parietal lobe.  In and of itself, this projectile, having failed to damage enough of Colin’s brain to lead to immediate death, should be in the process of being healed.  Note, however, that a small, thin line of something is visible extruding from the tip of the deformed bullet.  This is a strand of over ninety percent pure silver thirteen-gauge wire that is at least four millimeters long.  The presence of this silver has impeded the Lycanthropy Virus and its accelerated healing.  We are considering surgery.”
“Someone has modified what appears to be a subsonic round to maximize a weapon for killing shapeshifters quietly,” Jenks said in a dramatic tone.  “Any comments, Mack?  Jetta?” he asked, one brow raised.
“I wouldn’t call a twenty-two a maximized weapon for killing weres,” my sister said.  “Mack and I used a subsonic thirty-eight caliber to make sure we penetrated the skull.  Shapeshifter bones are denser than regular human bones.  In fact, I usually shot up under the jaw whenever possible.”
Every person in the room looked at her, many with mouths hanging open.  Next to her, Sierra looked at her like she’d just discovered a rattlesnake sitting next to her.
“What?  You asked… that’s my answer,” Jetta said, leaning back and crossing her legs at the knee.  My sister the badass.
Jenks blinked a couple of times, then turned my way.
“The assailant fired just the one shot?” I asked.  “Jet’s right.  No normal human is going to risk taking on a werewolf with a popgun unless they unload several rounds into the brainpan.”
“Ouch, Sutton,” Dellwood said.  “That hurts!”  He put both hands on his massive head like he was in sudden pain.
“You are correct, Mack,” Omega said, ignoring the huge werewolf’s drama.  “I located two spent casings at the scene.  I was unable to locate a second bullet.”
“Why is that important, Mack?” Veronica asked, turning from her spot in front and below me to glance my way.
“Jetta and I used a single shot weapon so that we wouldn’t leave any brass behind.  Using a suppressed twenty-two means a semi-auto, which flings brass and thus leaves evidence.  Any fingerprints?” I asked.
“No,” he answered immediately.  “However, the casings were manufactured by a munitions company called CCI, which produces several subsonic rounds in this caliber.  I am currently searching all records of local suppliers of firearms and ammunition to determine who sells this brand and type.  It may provide a lead, although the brand is quite popular.  In addition, I am running a scan of all CCTV cameras in the surrounding area.  A number of persons of interest have shown up.”
Gina Velasquez chose that moment to enter the room, moving briskly up to Jenks’s side.  She looked a bit harried.  One hand unconsciously pushed back a thick strand of her long, dark hair while she produced a quick smile before her lips flattened out.
“Colin is alive, stable, and showing very slow improvement of his vitals,” she said without fanfare.  “The fact that two hostile interactions occurred in less than an hour in a radius of less than a half mile is alarming.  Therefore, I am instituting battle buddies protocol.  No student is to leave this facility without one or more battle buddies.  You do not leave your buddy behind for any reason, and you do not proceed on your own without your buddy.”
“Does it have to be the same buddy all the time?” a younger witch asked.
“No.  That would be almost impossible to achieve, as you all have different schedules.  You are all capable young adults, so schedule your movements as if you were in a hostile battle zone—because until we know otherwise, that’s what it is.  If you have constraints or issues that leave you without a buddy, talk to any staff member.  We will provide a buddy even if it’s one of our security personnel.  Colin is very lucky to be alive.  Questions?”
Keitan turned around and looked at me.  “What did the dude say to you, Mack?”
“Observe,” Omega said before I could answer.
“Wanted to see for myself what a freak lover looks like.”  It came from the speakers in the ceiling, and the recording was slightly muffled, likely by my jeans.
“How does it feel to murder millions of your own kind?  To grovel at the fur-covered feet of your inhuman masters, to lust for their Satan-loving bodies?”
“Step off and pull back on the cray-cray, dude,” my own voice answered him.
“That is my recording of the conversation via Mack’s cell phone,” Omega said.
“Anti-supernatural group,” Britta concluded.
“That is our working theory,” Gina agreed.  “Tribalism is alive and well in this era.  Plenty of people hold a world view that the folks in this building are either less than human, are junior demons, or both.  They also blame us for the world’s troubles.  At last count, I believe the FBI was monitoring sixty-one organizations that were considered potential threats to supernaturals.”
“Sixty-five as of yesterday,” Omega corrected.
“Right,” Gina said, turning back to us and rolling her eyes.  A nervous chuckle ran through the ranks.  “We are pursuing all leads, and by we, I mean especially Omega.  So, identification of the enemy is a when, not an if.  In the meantime, you are code Orange anytime you leave the building.  Weapons, spells, and other means of defense are required for all of you.  You can’t be a good battle buddy if you can’t battle… right?”
Another mass chuckle, but Gina didn’t smile.  “Right?” she demanded, louder.
“RIGHT!” It sounded so loud, we shook the room with our voices.
“Dismissed.”
I stood up among my friends, turning toward the steps down to the main floor.  “Hey Mack?” Dellwood yelled out.  I turned his way.  “You lusting for Satan-loving bodies again?”
Asshole.
My face instantly flushed as I lifted both hands and flipped him off. 
“That’s so last semester, moron,” Erika said.  “He’s lusting after other bodies now,” she said with a smirk and a glance at the group near my sister.
I couldn’t stop myself in time—I looked at Veronica just in time to catch a very clear wink.  Damn.  She didn’t even blush.




Chapter 25

“Mack, can you hold up a second?” Gina called out before I make it out the door of the auditorium.
“I’ll catch up,” I said to Veronica, Jetta, and the others.  “Sure thing, Gina.”
She was talking to Jenks and waved me over.
“Mack, I want you to think very carefully over everything you saw, heard, felt, or sensed during your encounter.  The individual chose to confront you, as opposed to attacking from ambush like they did with Colin.  Any thoughts as to why?”
I shrugged.  “If someone shot Jetta or me, Declan would tear Burlington apart.”
“Father would not need to actually destroy the city,” Omega’s avatar said as it popped into existence next to us.  “Any tiny bit of evidence might be enough for Earth’s Steward, should he be motivated.  The attack on Colin is likely connected, but not conclusive.”
“Evidence like a snippet of video from one of your microdrones?” I asked.
“Exactly,” Omega agreed.  “Which speaks to extremely sophisticated intelligence on Father, Mack, and Jetta.  Also, there was the risk of approaching Mack without knowing if I had any subunits on him.  And there is a subtle difference between approaching Mack, a male surrogate sibling, and approaching Jetta, a younger, female surrogate sibling.”
“You’re suggesting that any approach of Jetta would bring Declan here immediately?” Gina asked, blinking a few times fast.
“Yeah.  She can take care of herself, but Dec would likely lose his shi— ah, mind if it had happened to Jet,” I said, rushing my words to cover the slip.
Gina ignored it completely, her eyes going distant for a second.
“You’re not scared of Declan, are you, Gina?” I asked. 
She blinked a few times, opened her mouth, then closed it.  After a second of thought, she looked me straight in the eyes.  “Mack, I know Declan has always been powerful, but he is literally wielding the power of a god.  Even the slightest loss of control could erase millions of people or level a city—this city.”
“You have met the kid, right?” I asked.  “This is Declan O’Carroll we’re talking about.  He was basically bred and raised to handle this power.”
“Was he though?” she asked.  “Selective breeding yes, but remember his mother was raped.  You yourself admit that if something happened to a family member, he could lose it—you just said so.  Not to mention he and Stacia have murdered over a hundred people.”
“You’re not scared of him… you’re terrified,” I said.
“Because he’s a human, and a young one at that, with powers beyond comprehension,” she said, her tone urgent.  “And he has killed before.”
“Don’t forget the incident with Dellwood early on,” Jenks said.
“That’s exactly what you should be thinking of,” I said.  “I know for a fact that Dellwood’s beatdown while Dec’s magic was locked was the single worst moment in his life to that point.  Even including the pedophile when he was a kid.  You realize that he broke the handcuffs as soon as he was in our dorm room, right?  While he was in a full-on rage?  That he could have killed you”—I pointed at Jenks—“and Dellwood without even leaving his bed?  I was the first person who saw him; I know exactly just how pissed-off he was.  And yet, he didn’t lash out.  Instead, he plotted and planned a response that was measured and calculated.”
“A response that crushed a boy’s throat!” Jenks said.
“A werewolf boy.  No natural born werewolf ever died from a crushed trachea,” I answered.  “When Ashling made him burn up your kung fu dummy while holding a massive changed werewolf ten feet off the ground, I thought he was crazy powerful.  It wasn’t a drop in the bucket.  Long before he started with elemental magic, I saw him do things you wouldn’t believe possible.  I hung out with him; I went to his home and played Wytchwar on his home course.  I’ve seen him levitate multiton vehicles, incinerate tens of targets at the same time, and play with thunderstorms, throwing lightning exactly where he wants it.  But I’ve never seen him lose his shit to the point he hurts innocent people—ever.  And don’t even think of telling me those people he killed were innocent.”
“You just said he would lose his shit and tear the city apart if you or your sister were attacked,” Jenks said.
“I didn’t mean he would actually rip it up.  I meant he would search it and find his targets.  Omega, a little help here?”
“Mack is correct.  Father has never, in my experience, lost his so-called shit.  And should he have even a glimmer of an image of the individual in question, he would find him with a thought.  In fact, he might be able to do it just from the sound of the man’s voice.”
“Then why hasn’t he?” Jenks demanded.  “If he’s so all-powerful, why hasn’t he found Colin’s attackers?”
“Because he does not know about the attack on Colin or Mack’s encounter.  Father is currently helping me build a weapons factory on the moon, recover downed Vorsook spacecraft for their power plants, and attempting to help the food shortage all over the planet.  He does not need distractions.  His efforts are saving millions of lives and defending the entire planet.”
“You haven’t told him?” Gina asked me.
“No,” I said.  “As Omega said, he’s pretty busy, and Jet and I can handle ourselves, plus Omega is already directing resources at the problem.  Declan is best off feeding people.”
“I thought you were managing the world’s food sources for maximum efficiency?” Gina asked Omega.
“I am, but change takes time.  I am assuming more and more control as people around the world relinquish it to me.  People flock to power.  This is happening and will continue, despite the objections of those who hold power now,” Omega said.  “Father is helping people’s crops grow faster, but it is a delicate balance and not a fast return on his efforts.  His work retrieving power plants has a more immediate impact.”
“I didn’t realize that many Vorsook craft crashed on Earth,” Gina said.
“Several hundred, each with a power plant that can power the electrical grid of Vermont all by itself.  There are thousands more in space that we have begun pulling in through portals Father opens.”
“How are you landing them on the ground?” I asked, thinking of how much telekinetic power that would take.
“We don’t.  He drops them in the sea, and we recover them with elementals.  It’s far more efficient.”
“What do you do with them?” Gina asked, beating me to the question.
“I am training people to remove them from wreckage and connect them to power grids.  They require very special handling.  We sell them to advanced countries and large corporations and donate them to poorer countries.  Before you ask, some of the money is used to buy food from farmers and pay for transportation.”
“What if the governments overcharge for the power?” I asked.
“We require limits on charges,” Omega said.  “Power will, eventually, be free.”
“Where does that leave utility companies?” Gina asked.
“Who do you think were the first companies to buy units?” Omega answered.  “And we are using the rest of our sales funds to pay their power fees for the near future.”
“Wait. You charge governments and utilities for the power plants, then use the cash to pay for their monthly bills to ordinary people?” I asked.
“An oversimplification.  The sales are more structured than that, but you are essentially correct.”
“Oh,” I said as serendipity struck.  “Let me guess… part of your payment is equity in the company?”
“Excellent, Mack.  You are not just a pretty face, as the girls say,” Omega said with a sly grin. 
“Better, but still just slightly creepy,” I said, pointing at his face.  He adjusted the smile from calculated to something a bit more natural.  “Yeah, like that.”
I turned back to Jenks and Gina to find them looking at me in mild disbelief.  “What?  We’re working on human body language skills.  Despite his quantumness, it’s not something that can just be figured out.  Takes practice.”
Jenks just stared and Gina snorted. 
“You know he’s the same kid that helped your kid,” I said.
“How could he be?” she asked, serious.  “Absolute power equals absolute corruption.”
“Umm, maybe ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the time.  Which is why old Ma Earth selected Declan.  Anyway, I’ll write down everything I remember and go over it with Omega,” I said.  Trying to convince them that Earth’s Steward was still the kid who told Chuck Norris jokes was clearly a waste of time and energy.
“Good.  And Mack, I think you should curtail your open office hours at the café,” Gina said. 
“Yeah, I already decided that,” I said.  No brainer.  Some of my classmates would insist on overwatch, and that’s likely how Colin got shot.  No more.
I made it as far as the student lounge before I got flagged down.  “Yo Studly Do Right,” a familiar feminine voice called out.  Veronica was sitting on the big sofa, my sister, Sierra, the Boklund twins, Matthew, and Clary all around her.
“What are we looking at?” Jetta asked me as I moved over to them.
A glance at the others showed interest and concern written across their faces. 
“I think we got a haters group, but the way my guy slipped away to avoid Omega was too slick,” I said.
“Rehearsed?” Jetta asked. 
Omega popped into existence next to me as I opened my mouth.  I shut it and looked his way.
“There are three abandoned houses on that side of the road,” he said without preamble.  “I found a well-insulated basement with an unsecured bulkhead door in one of them.  Small amounts of fresh soil, foreign to the yard, were on the floor and steps, indicating someone stood in place down there within the last two days.  Analysis of the soil matches the patch where Mack had his encounter.”
“A prepared hideout that would block his body heat from your sensors?” Erika asked.
“As well as a high EMF field generated by poorly installed wiring in the ceiling,” Omega added.
“Wait, why would there be power to an abandoned house?” Britta asked.  People leaving their houses suddenly had become a thing all over the world since the space battle.  We’d talked about it in Gina’s seminar several times.  Crazy times bring out crazy behavior.
“A buried extension cord was leaching power from the occupied house next door,” Omega said.  “Only the basement breaker was turned on.”
“Whoa,” Clary said, eyes wide.
“Exactly,” Omega said.  “A very carefully prepared temporary hideout with both thermal and EMF interference.  In addition, the police have questioned seven people who were around or near the location of Colin’s attack.  Five of them did not notice anything or anyone, but two recalled seeing a male and female couple wearing unremarkable hooded sweatshirts in that area.”
“Any physical evidence in the basement that you could track, Omega?” Matthew asked.
“I have found three human hairs among the debris on the floor.  I surmise Mack’s suspect pulled back his hood as he stood in the basement, most likely to aid his hearing,” Omega said.
“DNA?” I asked.
“I have run it, but there are no matches to be found among genealogical organizations nor governmental records.  However, I am running it against medical databases as we speak.”
“Where, Omega?” Jetta asked.
“Everywhere, Jetta Sutton.  While not all medical tests include a DNA rundown, it has become much more common in recent years.”
“What else can we do?” Sierra asked.
“Travel in groups, at least two and preferably three or four,” Omega said.  “Stay situationally aware.  I am blanketing Burlington with microdrones, including a few that may land on you when you are outside of Arcane’s grounds.  In addition, I will be listening if you call or speak anywhere near your cell phones.  If you see anything that activates your Reticular Activating System, speak out loud and I will focus multiple drones on your location.”
“What if they never show up again?” Erika asked.
“There is a vanishingly small chance of that, Miss Boklund.  Hate groups seek out attention to their causes.  This one has been extremely aggressive so far.”
“Ah, what about our privacy?” Veronica asked.  We all looked at her, most of us frowning.  “What?  He’s going to be listening to us.  Watching us.”
“Umm, sweetie, I hate to tell you this, but he already does,” Erika said, her voice so sugar sweet, it earned her a glare from the Water witch.  “Especially here where his father lived.”
Veronica looked at me, eyes questioning. 
I shrugged.  “We’re used to it.  He listens everywhere all over the planet, but not all the time.  But some places are pretty constant,” I said.
She folded her arms under her breasts, frowning at me.  Normally I might give her a mocking leer, but she seemed truly uncomfortable. 
“Maybe it should be in the orientation papers or something?” I said, uncertain of what to say.
She frowned for a moment, then barked out a short sharp laugh.  “I’ll be sure to note that on my new student survey,” she said, one brow raised.
“She’s almost as much of a smartass as you, Sutton,” Clary said, looking at Veronica with an appraising eye.  “But I’m hungry.  Let’s get dinner.”
That idea was met with universal agreement and the group headed for the stairs, leaving me looking at Veronica.  I held out my hand.  “Dinner or packing to go home?” I asked.
She scoffed.  “Please.  Privacy is almost nonexistent in my home Circle.  Nosey witches checking up on everybody.  At least Omega isn’t a gossip, right?”
I turned my head to the avatar.  “Omega?”
He put his holographic thumb and finger to his mouth and twisted an imaginary key, disappearing as he did so.
I looked at the very pretty Water witch.  “Studly Do Right?” I asked.
“Probably giving you too much credit,” she snarked, heading toward the stairwell. 




Chapter 26

I was sitting in Wade Pitcairn’s class on folklore when one of the Arcane security guards poked his head in the door.
“Yes, Mitch?” Wade interrupted himself.
“Looking for Mack.  Ah, there you are.  Got some of Burlington’s finest here to ask you questions about your incident,” Mitch said.
“Okay.  Sure,” I said, grabbing my notebook and heading for the door. 
When Mitch and I were in the hallway, the class door closed, I turned to him.  “Who are the players?”
“Got a detective named Montrose and a sergeant named Andreas,” Mitch said.  “Seem okay.  Not all up in our faces and waving badges or anything.”
“Cool,” I said as we went down the stairs.
The cops were waiting by the security desk.  I recognized the detective, mostly from Declan’s description.  Tall, lean, dark hair, and the kind of skin tone that I thought might be called swarthy.  He was dressed in plain clothes: dark slacks and a tweed jacket over a navy pullover shirt.  The woman was blonde, her hair in a tight bun, her police uniform crisp, gun belt loaded with weapons and gear.  They instantly focused on me as we walked up.
“Here ya go,” Mitch said.  “You all can use the study room.  Mack will show you.”
I nodded.  “Right this way, Officers.”
The room was empty of students and more than large enough so that we didn’t feel crowded.  I took a chair at one of the two tables and waited while they did the same.
“Mack, I’m Detective Montrose and this is Sergeant Andreas.  We would like to ask you some questions about your encounter.”
“Sure.  Ask away.”
“Why don’t you tell us what happened; lead us through the events as they occurred.”
It was a short story, and I told it quickly.  Then they had me go through it a second time but started to ask questions every step of the way.  How I gauged his height, how he carried himself, what kind of boots, jeans, and sweatshirt.  His speech, did he have an accent.  I had Omega replay the recorded conversation, which raised both their brows.
“I was not aware Omega had recorded it,” Montrose noted.
“Detective, aren’t you the one who investigated when Declan was abducted by that molester?”
“Ah, yes, I was.”
“And you already know that we were roommates, right?”
“Yes,” he said after a quick glance at the sergeant.
“So how are you surprised that Omega keeps track of me?”
They exchanged glances.  “Mack,” Montrose said, “you may not realize this, but most people don’t just talk to Omega.”
“Or ask him questions, at least ones that he will respond to,” Andreas added.
“What do you mean?  He always responds,” I said.
“To you, to someone connected to world events,” Montrose said.
“Omega?” I asked.
“They are correct, Mack,” my phone said.  “Even I, with as many resources as I have, cannot answer or attend to billions of questions, queries, or demands.  Everyone on Earth has some reason to reach out.  Thus, I focus on only the most important.  Mere millions.”
“Oh, well, that makes sense.  Just a few million or so,” I said, rolling my eyes.
“Do you know anyone that Colin had issues with?” Andreas asked, clearly a one-track kind of lady.
“I barely know the kid, so, no.”
They exchanged another glance.  “Yet his friends said they were there until you left… that being the signal to go,” Montrose said, his statement a question.
“I’ve been hanging out there three days a week,” I said.  “Seems there are lots of people in town who hope to get messages or concerns to Declan.  I make myself available.  My classmates usually watch over me.”
The two cops didn’t look at all surprised. 
“But apparently you know that.”
“We are aware,” Andreas said, smirking.  “The hotels packed with diplomats and corporate types being something of a giveaway.”
“Yeah, been great for the city’s economy in these hard times,” Montrose said.  “But does this process achieve results?”
“Results?” I asked, confused.
“Do their concerns or issues make it to Declan O’Carroll?” Montrose asked.
“Is that germane to this investigation?” I asked.
“Perhaps,” he allowed.  “Criminal investigations are puzzles to be solved.  Bits and pieces of information moved around until they find their correct spot.  And you never know what information is important.  But here we have a young man who is providing a conduit to the most powerful person on the planet.  And that young man has been approached in a threatening way while one of his informal security members has been shot with a round specifically tailored to weres.”
“Or vampires,” I said.  They both frowned.  “Silver will harm vampires too.  In fact, the only reason I would use a .22 is if it was a really high capacity one.  Zero recoil and lots of rounds to try and hit a fast-moving vampire.  And vampires, at least most, don’t have heavy bones like weres.”
“You’ve given a lot of thought to shooting supernaturals,” Andreas commented, looking suspicious.
“Of course.  I’m not stupid,” I said.  “I know for a fact that law enforcement has looked into it extensively, but most cops don’t actually live and study in the middle of a bunch of weres, so it would be weird if my sister and I hadn’t.  You do know I make weapons, right?  Knives and axes with silver as part of their construction.”
“And that doesn’t bother you friends?  The ones who wear fur sometimes?” Andreas asked.
“No.  They have claws, teeth, super strength, crazy regeneration. Why would they begrudge weak humans some weapons?”
The pair stared at me, gazes weighing me for a long, long moment.
“That concludes our questions at this point,” Montrose said, but made no move to stand up.  He watched me some more and finally came to some kind of decision, leaning forward.
“Mack, as you know, Burlington has a long history with Earth’s Steward and his family,” he said.
“Ashling and Darci,” I said, nodding.
“Darci is a very highly respected member of the sheriff’s department and Ashling…” He trailed off, seemingly at a loss for words.
I had a flash of insight.  “Found people.”
He blinked several times rapidly.  Andreas pulled back a bit, surprised by my words.
“Yes.  Yes, she did.  Many people.  More than a dozen.”
“Who are you missing?” I guessed.
“A child.  Disappeared from his bedroom,” Montrose said.
“Disappeared?  Like kidnapped?” I asked.
“There has been no contact, no demands,” Andreas said.
“Who is he?  The son of someone important?”
“No. His mother works at the university in food service.  No father.”
“And Ashling is gone with Dec,” I said.  “You do know there are witches in this building, right?”
“Students, though,” Montrose said, tilting his head.
I felt my eyebrows rise almost on their own.  “You don’t understand this school at all, do you?”
He frowned and she looked uncertain.
“A school for supernaturals—weres and witches,” he said.
“That’s like saying that Harvard is accredited to teach college courses,” I said.
They now wore almost identical expressions of surprise.  “You’re comparing an old warehouse in Burlington to Harvard?” Montrose asked.
“I am, although that is probably not fair to Arcane.  Harvard is big. Here we have like under a hundred and forty students.  Much, much harder to get into Arcane than Harvard.”
“Explain,” Montrose said.
“You are trained investigators; you tell me.  Why would an experimental school be placed here in Burlington and have more difficult admissions than Harvard… at least for witches?”
“Declan and Ashling,” Montrose said.
“He was born to an ancient lineage, as was his mother and aunt.  Learning from either of them is incredibly valuable.  We only have like forty or fifty slots for witches here, and a third of those were filled from day one.  The witches here are the best and brightest on the planet.”
“Fifty?” Andreas asked. 
“Ish,” I said holding up one hand, palm down and wobbling it side to side.  I hopped up and went to the door, opening it to step out into the hall.  The lounge nearby was busy.  The people I was looking for were there too, clearly waiting.
“Hey, can you come in for a moment,” I called to my sister, Veronica, and Sierra.  “You too, Alice,” I said to the older of the two Morloft sisters, who were on the other side of the lounge.
Wonders of wonder, they all complied without a single spoken word.
I ushered the ladies into the room, moving more chairs to the table.
“This is Veronica and Alice and Sierra and my sister, Jetta,” I told the cops.  “This is Detective Montrose and Sergeant Andreas.  They’re looking into Colin’s case, but they also have a missing kid.  They’re looking for some help because the O’Carrolls are not available.”
There was no hesitation.  The ladies looked at each other and then Veronica spoke for all of them.  “Sure. What can we do?”
“Well, what can you do?” Montrose asked. 
“Veronica and Alice are both witches—powerful witches.  Water and Air.  Sierra is an incredible tracker.  Kind of a dream team for finding people, I should think.”
“What about you, Jetta?” Andreas asked.  “What do you bring to the team?”
“I’m more of a… generalist,” she said.
“Wait,” Montrose said, his head turning back to Sierra.  “Tracker?  You’re a were?”
Jetta leaned forward, partially blocking his view of her roommate.  “She is.  Wolf,” she said, her eyes locked on the detective’s.
He leaned back, then glanced at me.  “Roommates,” I said with a shrug.
“And you are both witches?” Andreas asked Veronica and Alice, her brows up.
“Yes, Officer. You seem surprised,” Veronica answered.
Looking at the situation from the cops’ point of view, it was easy to understand the sergeant’s confusion.  Sierra and Jetta are attractive girls, but Veronica and Alice were both more than merely pretty.  “None of our ladies have warts or pointy hats.  And if you saw their rooms, clearly there is not a broom among them,” I said.
Alice scoffed.  “As if I need a broom for dirt.”
“If you see groups of girls that look like models or movie stars around here, they’re probably witches,” Jetta said with a put-upon sigh.  “Not really fair to us mere mortals.”
Veronica snorted, giving my sister the side-eye before turning back to the cops.  “Mack should have explained that attending Arcane has become extremely coveted among witch Circles.  And until recently, most Circles seemed to include a physical appearance requirement.  Hopefully, that will be a thing of the past.”
Both cops turned to me.
“Rare powerful male witch with stellar pedigree.  The Circles had hopes,” I explained.
“That were dashed by a certain legendary werewolf?” Andreas guessed.
“Exactly,” Veronica said.  “Talent should be the only requirement going forward.”
“So, Officers, you have two of the most powerful witches I know in Water and Air, which are the best suited for finding people and things, as well as a young lady with superhuman senses and a lifetime of experience tracking,” I said.  “Just take us to the scene of the crime.”




Chapter 27

Their department electric SUV had room for just five, so Jetta, Alice, and Sierra rode in the back seat of the police vehicle while Veronica rode with me in my pickup.
“Do you have any idea how much this truck is worth?” she asked as I followed Montrose out onto Pine Street.
“Hey, I know he’s a bit beat up, but it’s what’s under the hood that counts.”
“No, that’s what I mean… you have Omega tech in this thing.  That makes it worth like ten Teslas or more.”
“My stealth Mack mobile,” I said, giving her a cocky grin.
“Wasted on you,” she said with a snort.
“Well, enough about me. Let’s talk tactics.  Who handles the kid’s tracking spell?”
“Alice.  I’m good, but she’s taken more lessons with Ashling.We should let Sierra track for scents, and I’ll cast a spell for any foreign DNA.  Jetta works the smell kit for Sierra, and you run interference for the cops and mom when they want to stick their noses in what we do.”
I glanced at her, surprised.
“What?” she asked, brows arching.
“That was damn well-thought-out, Miss Cornelius.  No wonder you hunted me down like a dog,” I said.
“Like a wet, soggy dog,” she said with a smirk.
We stayed quiet for the next ten minutes, which was all it took to arrive on the north side of Burlington in a not-so-great neighborhood.  The two police cruisers in front of the rental house were a dead giveaway.  It was a large, older home, with attic windows and a full front farmers porch—the covered kind.  A ratty old stuffed armchair held pride of place among a few beat-up folding chairs on the porch and the white paint hadn’t been touched up in years.
I looked around as I took my backpack from the truck, exchanging glances with Veronica.  This place was deep into Burlington’s drug-invested section, an area that had gotten exponentially worse with Earth’s announced culling, the Vorsook battle, and the food shortages.  Turns out people really like drugs as a way of escaping the reality of alien death threats, starvation, and Mother Nature’s wrath.
Montrose waited as the five of us grouped up, each with our own bag or pack of supplies.  “This way,” he said.
Inside the front door, we found a door to the right, a hallway with a door at the far end, and a staircase headed up.  Just outside the front door, I had seen four mailboxes indicating the same number of apartments crammed into the run-down structure.  The hall smelled of skunky pot, the scent wafting down the stairwell.  Montrose opened the first door on the right and led us into a truly tiny first-floor apartment whose windows looked out on the porch.  Galley kitchen, micro living room, decent-sized bedroom, and a tight little bathroom.
Two uniformed cops were inside, one standing, the other sitting on the small couch next to a distraught thirtyish woman with red swollen eyes and dirty blonde hair.
“Megan, we’ve brought some people who might be able to help find Caeden,” Montrose said.  “They might seem very young, but they are really talented.”  He turned and looked at me to pick up the thread.  The ladies nodded at me to speak, so I turned to the young mother.
“Ma’am, I’m Mack. This is my sister Jetta, and this is Veronica, Sierra, and Alice.  We’re students here in Burlington at a rather unique school.”
“The Hogwarts place?” she asked, a little furrow between her eyes.
“Hogwarts mixed with Professor Xavier’s school,” Jetta said, going quiet when I held up my hand.
“Close enough,” I said.  “These ladies here have some unique abilities that will help us find your son.  But before they dive in, can you tell us briefly what happened?  I know you must have repeated it many times, but we haven’t heard it and it will help.”
“I fell asleep here on the couch last night between ten and ten thirty—I was watching a show.  Caeden was in the bed.  He still sleeps with me, mostly because the place is so small.  Something woke me in the early morning: three forty-nine.  I know because I looked at the microwave clock.  I got up to head to bed, but he was gone,” she said, dissolving into sobs.
“Is this your son’s picture, ma’am?” Veronica asked, holding up a small framed photo of her with a tiny blond boy.
“Yes, that’s my Caeden,” she said.
“Okay, that’s a start.  Sierra, you want to Change or walk the place first?” I asked.
“I’ll Change.  Jet?” she asked my sister as she headed into the little bathroom off the bedroom.
“Of course.  I’ll carry the scent kit,” Jetta said, following her roomie.
“Ma’am?” Alice asked, holding up two hairbrushes she must have already found in the bedroom.  The apartment was tiny for two people and now it was overstuffed with ten, so I hadn’t seen Alice slip away.  “Is one of these Caeden’s brush?”
“The little one.” Megan nodded.
Alice looked at Veronica, who nodded and followed her into the bedroom, pulling supplies from her backpack as she went.
“Are they…” Megan tried to ask.
“Alice and Veronica are witches.  They’re going to construct a locator spell or maybe even two.  Sierra, who went into the bathroom, is a shifter—wolf, specifically.  She’s a great tracker in person form, but in wolf fur, she’s amazing.  In a second, she’ll come out of the bathroom in her wolf shape.  My sister will be with her, recording things she finds and carrying something we call a scent kit that lets shifters pick out complex chemical or synthetic scents.  They’ll walk through the apartment, then go outside to check for his trail.”
“A werewolf?” she asked in a tremulous voice.
“Exactly.  She’s my sister’s roommate, so that’s why Jetta will work with her.”
“Shouldn’t we leave, Sutton?” Andreas asked.
“Most of us should step outside, just because the place is kinda crowded.  Oh, and no one should be alarmed if Sierra sniffs you.  She needs to identify each scent the way the police identify fingerprints of everyone in a house, so they can find novel scents.”
“What do you do?” Megan asked me.
“Me?  I’m just a regular guy who happens to work with pretty special people.”
“They are very pretty,” Megan said.
“Well, yes, but I meant more like they were… ah, shit.  Yes, they’re pretty,” I finished as Veronica leaned around the doorway from the bedroom to give me a smirk.
“How are you at that school if you’re normal?” Montrose asked as he, Andreas, and the male cop all moved toward the apartment door.
“Just because he and his sister say that they’re normal doesn’t mean the rest of us buy it,” Veronica said, stepping out of the bedroom.  “She needs a map,” she said to me.
“Omega?” I said, and immediately a tiny drone lifted out of my jacket pocket and hovered in midair.
“Omega?” Megan asked, eyes huge.
“Yes, Megan,” the drone projected in surprisingly loud tones.  “I will be assisting as well.”
“The drone will project a map for me to use with this,” Alice said, coming into the living area with a yellow pencil tied to a piece of string.  From a distance, the pencil seemed like a basic number 2, but I knew it had tiny runes inscribed on it and likely several strands of Caeden’s hair wrapped around it.  Most of the witches had prespelled items like Alice’s pencil, ready for fast deployment.
Alice went to the tiny kitchen island, which likely acted as dining table and desk.  Veronica beat her there, unrolling a white plastic one-foot square sheet onto the surface.  The drone instantly projected a satellite map onto the square.
Before Alice could begin, the bathroom door opened and Jetta came out, holding it open as a giant blonde wolf slipped out. 
In human form, Sierra looked small and slim, perhaps weighing a hundred and fifteen pounds or so.  In reality, she weighed more like one-fifty due to dense bones and muscle.  In her wolf form, she went over two hundred and twenty pounds.
The cops and Megan were all focused on the apex predator, bodies stiffening as instinctive behavior took over.  The standing cops backed out the door while the female cop on the couch shifted her hand to her gun.  I moved over in front of the couch, my movement catching the lady cop’s attention.  I shook my head at her.  “Just relax.  Sierra is probably one of the most easygoing wolves at Arcane.”
Sierra was sniffing the bed, the clothes on the floor, the dressers, and everything else.  Meanwhile, my own attention shifted to Alice and Veronica, who had ignored the wolf drama and focused on the locator spell.  Alice held the pencil over the projected map of Burlington, but it didn’t hang straight down. Instead, the pencil was straining at its string, pointing at an angle toward a place on the edge of the map.
“Further north,” Veronica said.
“Building on Walnut Street,” Alice said, eyes on the pencil and the map.
Montrose and Andreas glanced at the wolf, then came back into the apartment, moving over to the witches and their map.
“That’s the closed-down place next to the Lake Industries Company,” Andreas said, leaning down to focus.
Sierra had moved into the living area and sniffed Megan and the lady cop in passing, brushing me as Jetta led her to the door.  The young mother didn’t even flinch, her focus locked on the witches, but the cop sure noticed the huge wolf, pulling her legs back reflexively as she passed.
The uniformed cop in the hall stepped back as my sister gave him a cheeky grin, her wolf roommate pausing to sniff in the direction of the detective and sergeant with our witches.  Then the wolf slipped out onto the porch, Jetta walking at her side like she was some abnormally massive German Shepherd or something.
“You think he’s there?” Andreas asked Alice.
“I know he’s there.  Easiest locator I ever cast.  Not like trying to track Mack or something,” Alice said.
“Tracking Mack?” Montrose asked, looking at me.
“One of our school sports is hunting down Mack,” Veronica said, her face the picture of innocence.  “It’s very popular to chase him like prey.”
“Part of my charm, I guess,” I said, earning a stereo snort from both witches.
“Ronnie, get out here,” Jetta called from the front lawn.  “Bring your gear.”
The whole lot of us trooped out to the porch, looking down where Jetta was holding out the scent kit for Sierra.  Jetta looked at me as I felt Veronica come up close behind me.  “A male came up on the porch, paused in front of both windows, then jimmied the bedroom window and entered the bedroom.  He left with Caeden.” She glanced at where Sierra was sniffing a row of scent pads on the white plastic kit board.  “And she just confirmed that he used chloroform.”
“How do you know all that?” Andreas asked.
“Sierra is much more adept at communicating with someone in people shape than even the best trained canine.  And Jetta works with her as her partner when we do team exercises,” I said.
“Like hunting you?” Andreas asked.
I scoffed.  “I would never let these four hunt me.  Be over before it started.  A mixed team of witches and weres is deadly.”
“But Jetta isn’t a witch, according to you?” Montrose said.
“No, I’m just deadly,” Jetta said.  “Oh, and Ronnie?  The dude peed on the bushes before he came up on the porch.”
“Hah, dumbass,” Veronica said, brushing past me to join my sister.  She pulled a vial from her bag and knelt down where Jetta pointed.  There was a patch of ground by the shrub that looked damp but as she held the vial to the soil, moisture beaded up on the inside of the little bottle, running up the glass walls.  When she had a few drops, she corked it and tied it to a string.  Like Alice’s pencil, the vial had sigils and runes etched right into its glass surface.
It was Alice’s turn to carry the plastic sheet to the steps of the porch, the microdrone hovering over her head.
Veronica held the string over the projected map and the vial swung right over to almost the same place on the map.
“He’s just outside the same building,” she said.  “Looks like some kind of convenience store across the street from the place that Caeden is at.”
A shadow fell over the lot of us, everyone looking up to see a massive black orb hovering over us.
“That’s an Obliterator class drone,” the male cop said, staring up.
A swarm of smaller drones suddenly streamed out of an opening in the big one, all shooting off to the north.
“Let’s go get Caeden,” I said to the cops.
Montrose held his spot for a moment even as the others headed for the cars.  “Why is there an Obliterator over Burlington?” he asked.
“I always maintain a sufficient battle force near Arcane, Detective Montrose,” Omega said through my phone. 
Me, I just smiled at the clearly alarmed detective, shrugging.  “Worldwide quantum computers these days… what are ya gonna do?”
As our vehicles approached the decrepit building in question, Omega spoke through my truck’s sound system.  “Building clear. Child accounted for along with seven other individuals who match missing persons reports from both the US and Canada.”
“What about the kidnappers?” Veronica asked.
“It would appear that a human trafficking operation was in residence.  It is no longer functional, nor is its parent organization.”
“What does that mean?” she asked me.
“I think it means he told Declan and all the bad guys went poof,” I said, parking the truck.
Our convoy now had four other police vehicles besides Montrose’s SUV, and a stream of uniformed cops raced into the building.  The detective, however, marched toward me in a somewhat aggressive manner, followed by my sister, Sierra—who was still in wolf form—and Alice.
“What does the computer mean that the traffickers are no longer functional?” Montrose demanded.  Apparently, his car’s radio had said the same thing as mine. 
“Did you ask?” I asked.
“It didn’t answer,” he said, his face flushed with anger.
“Well, how would I know?” I asked.
He frowned.  “I have no doubt you know more than I do about this, as apparently you don’t seem surprised.”
“Well, human traffickers are not well loved,” I said.  Before he could snap back, a pair of officers came from the variety store across the street.
“Sir, the clerk said one of his customers just disappeared,” one of them reported.  “A large man, unkempt, dark hair, a regular that he suspects of being homeless.”
“Did you check the perimeter of the building?” Montrose asked.
“Well, yes, but the man said the guy disappeared.  Like right in front of him.  You know, like a David Copperfield trick or something.  The store camera system showed exactly that.”
Montrose turned to me. 
“He has issues with people who rape and kidnap others,” I said.  “And there’s a quota, you know, something like two and a half billion.  Not that I know anything—just hazarding a guess.”
“Get on the phone and get those people back here!” Montrose demanded.
“What people?  How many?  What descriptions?  And call where exactly?”
“Your buddy—O’Carroll.  He has them.  Get him on the fucking phone!”
Beside me, I felt Veronica tense up, but I just slipped my hand around behind us and lightly touched her back.  Then I spoke calmly and softly to the emotional cop.  “Just so that we’re clear, you would like me to call the Earth’s Steward—the man who vaporized an alien battlefleet and was released by the feds for crimes against the country—and demand he turn over an unknown quantity of sex traffickers?  I don’t even know where he is, and he doesn’t carry a phone.”
“He thinks he’s above the law, but he isn’t,” Montrose said.
“Um, Detective, sir, if you think it all the way through, I think you might see that he is, in fact, above the law.  So far above that he can’t even see it from his height.  Like a little ant on the ground or something.”
“Oh, you were doing well until then,” Veronica said to me.
Montrose looked like he might explode or combust or both.  “I’m just saying that he’s not really part of human society at this point, and not part of our legal structure.  He has two jobs: save the world from aliens and save humanity from the world.  Obeying or acknowledging human laws aren’t part of his equation anymore.,” I said.
“He is unchecked with no one to answer to,” Montrose said.
“He answers to Mother Earth, his girlfriend, his aunts, and his own overly developed conscience.  He listens to Omega, Chris Gordon, Tatiana Demidova, and a few others.”
“Mack is correct, Detective Montrose,” Omega said from a small drone that had floated from the swarm around the building.  “Father is, for all intents and purposes, operating outside societal constraints.  As he must if he is to save two-thirds of the human population.”
“He’s going to kill billions?” Andreas asked, having followed her boss into our conversation.
“No. By doing away with gas and oil and coal, Earth will kill that many or more, just through starvation and conflict,” I said.
“Correct.  It may take several decades, but even with my orchestration of resources, there are simply too many people to feed.  The population was set to collapse well before the cessation of fossil fuel production.  Climate change and agricultural collapse due to environmental damage would have seen to that.”
“How many have we lost so far?” Veronica asked.
“Over four hundred million.”
Montrose swore a blue streak, then turned and stormed away, the other cops following him.  Over by the building, I saw the moment that the lady cop from the apartment came out of the building carrying a little blond boy who was instantly claimed by Megan.
“That’s only about five percent of the world population,” Veronica said softly.
“Omega, what else is Dec doing besides moonside construction and UFO salvage?”
“He is working to also undo pollution, environmental destruction, and reverse climate change.  It is an unfathomable job.  On top of that, he is well aware of Hell’s impatience, but the contract is in the hands of Chris, Tanya, and the Elders of the Coven.  All of this has left him… tense.  Also, I believe he is currently leaning against the tailgate of your truck.”
My whole group turned to look behind us and sure enough, a tall, lanky dude with vivid blue eyes was slouched against my truck, dark hoodie pulled up to cover his head.
“Hey,” he greeted us as we moved to the truck.
“Hey yourself,” I said.
“I could use your help,” he said.
“Sure.  What do you need? Where and when?” I asked.
He smiled at my response.  “Um, maybe you and Jetta, perhaps the others too, but basically now and as to where, the French Riviera.”
I glanced at my group and almost in unison, they all nodded, even Sierra in her wolf form.
“Okay.  Let’s go.  You’ll tell Gina?”
“Omega will handle that,” he said, but we were all looking around, squinting at the suddenly overly bright sun in the new place we found ourselves.  He had moved all of us, as well as my truck.  We were standing high up, on a hill, ridge, or cliff, although a much higher cliff was off to our left.  Looking down into incredibly bright blue waters, a small port town filled with boats and adobe-colored buildings.
“Welcome to Provence, France—Cassis, specifically, on the Mediterranean,” he said.




Chapter 28

“That massive rock to our left is Cap Canaille, largest sea cliff in France,” Declan said like he was our duly appointed tour guide.  “Almost thirteen hundred feet.  Below is the village, port, and the largest beach.  This place where we’re standing is the Château de Cassis, a medieval fortress turned hotel.”
I was still looking down at the village, noting all the boats in the harbor and the people crowding the waterfront. 
“Busy place,” I noted.
“It’s usually a tourist town but recent events have put an end to that.  Instead, it has reverted back to being a fishing town; hence the seafood market you see down there,” he said.
“This place is swanky,” Jetta said, her eyes roving the chateau.
“Yeah, and usually very difficult and pricey to book but again, recent events and all that.  Rented the whole thing cheap.”
“You rented the whole thing?” Alice asked, brows up.
“Well, there’s me, Stacia, Holly, Kristin, Alex, Levi, and my aunts.  Plus you guys.  So we needed the whole thing.”
“That’s a lot to unpack, bud,” I said.  “Seems like just a minute ago, you were in Paris.  Now the south of France.  Why here?  Besides the obvious.”
“Because of what’s out there,” a new voice said, one I was very familiar with.
I turned to find Stacia standing a few feet away, Holly two steps behind her.  Both were wearing loose breezy linen shirts, cotton shorts, and sandals.  Stacia’s shirt was a light green that matched her eyes, her shorts white.  Holly wore a blue shirt and shorts that were striped with light gray and white.  They both looked cool and comfortable, which made me realize I was getting hot in my jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt.  My eyes followed Stacia’s outstretched arm, which was pointed out into the Mediterranean.
Far out at sea, I could just make out the hazy outlines of three ships and something even bigger that wasn’t at all ship-like.
“French, Italian, and Spanish naval vessels, and Omega’s salvage platform,” the blonde werewolf said, a grimace flicking across her face.  “But I’m sure he’ll explain everything in a bit.  We need to get you ladies into more appropriate clothes,” she said, “and you into people form.” The last was to Sierra, who was still in wolf shape.  “Come on, ladies. We have kind of an embarrassing amount of clothes and swimsuits, which is the result of some fantastic sales by the locals.  A lack of tourists makes for aggressive pricing,” she said gleefully.
The girls followed her into the building. 
I looked out at the ships and the long form of the platform.  “What about the ships?  Those navy types behaving?”
He touched his nose with his finger.  “Sharp as one of your blades, bud.  Those are just the ships you can see.  There’s at least ten more farther out: Russian, Iranian, Israeli, Turkish, British, and US.”
“All watching as you retrieve the most sophisticated salvage on the planet,” I said.  “I’m guessing Omega has a deterrent force in place?”
“I have seven Obliterators high overhead and three below the sea surface,” my phone responded.  “In addition, the salvage platform is a disguised battle station.  There are six submarines patrolling around the area, but they are keeping their distance, as are most of the naval vessels—for safety reasons.”
“Safety?” I asked.
“I have a very large water elemental helping.  It’s far more efficient at retrieving the downed craft than either Omega’s drones or my own TK, but it doesn’t love submarines.”
“Have they tried anything?”
“Divers and ROVs, but Omega caught them every time.  They explained it away as ship maintenance and hull inspections.”
“What are we here for?” I asked, keeping my tone merely curious.
“The elemental has a form much like a very large stingray or manta ray.  Very large.  It slips under the downed craft and lifts them to the surface on its back.  I stand on the platform and TK the Vorsook craft up and into the hold of the recovery platform.  But there are lots of small loose bits, and they get caught in the folds of the elemental’s… well, skin isn’t correct because it isn’t that, but it’s analogous with skin.  I need someone to climb around on the elemental’s back and retrieve the parts.  Stacia and the team can’t because it’s slippery and they can’t seem to stop the instinctive need to form claws—which is understandable, with the sinking thing.  Water elementals don’t seem to like claws.  And Stacia refuses to let me do it because… well, I have to keep a shield over the platform while lifting stuff, and then to slip and slide around on a huge manta… Well, she won’t let me do it.”
“Okay,” I said.  “I bet Jetta will want to do it too.  Not sure about the witches, and Sierra’s in the same boat as your pack.”
“Awesome, Mack.  Um, I should warn you that the swimsuits here for women are rather… aggressive.  And when we’re out and about in town, be advised that French women have embraced the braless movement.”
“Oookay, big topic switch.  Why the warning?”
“Because it can be a bit shocking.  French women all seem to carry themselves like they are on a runway, and I don’t want you to gawk and get in trouble with your girlfriend,” he said, smirking.  “She’s a really powerful Water witch, Mack.” 
Like I didn’t know that.
“My girlfriend?” I asked, Veronica’s face appearing in my mind.
“Kind of obvious, dude.  Have you been with anyone else?  Any dates?”
I shook my head.  “Haven’t really been on a date with her yet.  Not really.”
“Dude.” His tone said it all.  “Well, this is the best place to fix that.  Not all the restaurants are operating, but enough.  I’ll get you fixed up.”
“You think I’ll have the time?” 
“Absolutely.  The elemental spends hours scouring the seafloor.  We unload it at night and then it’s off again.”
“Why aren’t the various navies just grabbing stuff off the bottom themselves?  I know it’s deep, but they all have pretty advanced salvage capabilities.”
“Alien tech isn’t all that easy for Earth tech to locate.  The metals aren’t the same and they don’t show up on sensing gear.  Plus, the elemental uses smaller elementals to locate the wreckage and then it scoops it up, so it’s way faster.”
“How many are there?”
“Omega tracked forty-six crashing into the Mediterranean basin.  We’ve grabbed thirty-one, so we’re getting close.  But we also drop some of the space stuff into the water with portals and let the sea absorb the impact before it lands on the elemental,” he said, waving me to follow him into the huge old fortress.  “I’ve got lots of stuff that will fit you.  The girls were more than ready to buy for Alex, me, and Levi.  Some days, I think we’re supporting the town economy single-handedly.”
He led me down a long hallway with polished floors and stone walls.  He turned left and opened a door that was set into a big stone arch.  “This is the suite you’ll be sharing with Alex and Levi.”
There were two bedrooms, one with a queen bed, one with two twins.  The bathroom was ridiculously bougie, all formed stone, flowing in gentle curves around the bathtub.  Based on the luggage I saw, I was in one of the twins and perhaps Levi was in the other, leaving Alex Gordon in the queen.  My made-up bed had stacks of clothes already laid out, tags still in place.
“Dude, these boxer briefs are more brief than boxer,” I said, looking things over.
“The Euro way.  Kind of all they sell.  But those linen shorts, pants, and shirts are killer cool.  Make a change and we’ll meet the boys for drinks on the veranda.  The ladies are likely to be a while.”
“What do we do for food?”
“We either go down into town or we eat up here.  We’ve been successful with hiring local chefs, but Aunt Ash has cooked for all of us a couple of times.  I’ll be out here,” he said, pointing to the living area.
I put my pack on the bed and then set about changing clothes.  Sounds straightforward, but it’s a bit more involved than just switching what I wear.  First, I took all my carry gear off, lining it up on the bed next to the pack.  Since we had gone to look for a kidnapped boy, my gear was a bit more extensive than normal, as were the contents of my pack. 
P365 micro 9mm.  Two spare magazines in belt holders.  Fixed blade knife made from tool steel with a five-inch blade.  Folding knife, small LED light, belt from my jeans with built-in pouches that held some American cash, a plastic handcuff key, a tiny ceramic razor blade and equally small ferrocerium rod for last-ditch fire making.  My wallet, a very tough write-anywhere pen, a small cold iron prybar, disposable lighter, and my cell phone.  Looking inside my pack, I found my steel water bottle—three-quarters full—a trauma kit with tourniquet, three more magazines for my pistol, plastic heavy-duty zip ties for restraining someone or fixing things, paracord, a tactical flashlight, a headlamp, more fire starting stuff, a pair of prepackaged ponchos, a pair of space blankets, chemical snap lights, gloves, a wool hat that I would definitely not need, a power bank for my cell phone, multi-tool, bit driver with a set of various driver bits, more cash, several blades, and a food pack of hard candy and protein bars.  Also, a zippered pouch that held paraphernalia for drawing out spells and a silk-lined bag that held three fully charged Rowan wood Crafting batteries, and some odds and ends.
Finally, there was the knife strapped to my right ankle—short, black zirconium oxide blade with obsidian handles; an anti-demon blade. The very tip was missing but otherwise it was good to go. It wouldn’t work with shorts, so I took it off, slipped the inner leather sheath free from the ballistic nylon leg harness, and hung it from a string around my neck, next to my warded amulet and vial of blood.
I changed into new light gray shorts, a button-up dark blue linen shirt, and a pair of leather sandals that fit perfectly.  Like they knew my sizes or something.  The outfit wouldn’t let me hide as much gear, so I pulled a belly band holster from my pack and wrapped the broad black fabric around my waist, velcroing it tight.  It let me hide my pistol, a spare mag, and a flashlight. 
Feeling a bit naked, I headed into the living room.
Declan led me out onto a massive flat stone veranda with a view of the cerulean waters that spread out in front of me as far as the eye could see.
Alex and Levi were already there, drinking beer and relaxing.  They both stood to greet me, Alex handing me an ice cold 1664 beer.  I noticed that Levi had a bandage on his left foot.
“Tough gig you guys got here,” I noted after hands were shaken.
“The ambience is amazing but there’s some stresses too,” Alex said.
“Your presence will help with that,” Levi added.
“What happened? Trip over your own jaw at all the French women?” I asked him, nodding at the wounded leg.
“That’s entirely possible. Probable, even,” he admitted, “but I was doing retrieval work and slipped.  My leg got abraded and I can’t return to duty until it heals.”
I thought about that for a moment.  “What exactly did you abrade it on?”
“Call it the … guardrail,” he said with a grin.
“Sure, why not,” I said.  “Dec, what’s the guardrail made out of?”
“Sharkskin,” he said without hesitation.
“And is the shark still attached to it?”
“They are,” he said.
“And you control them?”
“Yes, essentially.”
“Okay,” I said, sipping my beer.  It tasted a little like Heineken. 
Levi and Alex exchanged a glance.  “That’s it?” Alex asked, eyes wide in disbelief.  “He tells you that sharks are your safety net, and you say okay?”
“Yeah.  Hey, is that a charcuterie board?” I said, locked on my target.
The two adult males exchanged another glance.  “You told him when you were changing,” Levi accused Declan.
Kid wizard just smirked.  “Omega?  Did I tell Mack ahead of time?”
“He did not,” Omega said, his avatar popping into place.  “I surmise that Mack trusts Declan implicitly.”
“Pay up, suckers,” Declan said to the others.
They each pulled a shiny coin and tossed it to him.  “Four euros the easy way,” he said to me, jangling the coins in his hand. 
I saluted his good fortune with my beer, then took a big bite of cheese and thinly sliced meat.
The door behind us opened and I turned to see the ladies coming out, Stacia, Kristin, and Holly first before they presented Jetta, Sierra, Alice, and finally Veronica.  I almost choked.
Sweatshirts and leggings had been replaced by light, flowy dresses.  They all looked great, but I had trouble looking away from Veronica.  Her dress was, like my shirt, linen, white, with thin shoulder straps that left her shoulders bare and had a very low neckline.  Um, very low.  The dress flowed over her curves, one moment concealing and the next hinting, ending almost at her ankles.  There was a split in the front that flashed her left leg almost to her thigh.  Her midnight black hair was down and loose, making the white of the dress pop.  Damn.
“Hey, look at Mack Sutton in vacation wear,” she said, smiling—either at me or at my undoubtedly stunned expression.
“I don’t think anyone will look at me if Veronica Cornelius is modeling French fashion,” I said, which instantly earned me a laugh from my sister and a smile from Veronica.  I looked at Jetta, who wore some kind of light, strappy wrap dress with various panels of pastel pinks, blues, and yellows.  I hardly recognized her. 
“Where are we eating tonight?” Stacia asked, turning to Declan.
“Levi found a place.  We have a reservation and the cars are out front,” he said.
“Let’s go,” she said, looping her arm through his.  “I’m starving.”
“You’re always starving,” he said with a smile.
“Starving for witch boys,” she replied, leaning close to him.
“Gag,” offered Holly.  “Get a suite already—but after dinner.  I’m starved too—but for food.”
Declan’s aunts suddenly came in, dressed similar to the girls.  Ashling wore her floral dress like it was second nature, but it was Darci who shocked me with her own dress.  I’d never seen the deputy in anything but pants.  Muscular and stocky, she still managed to be feminine.  She caught me staring and I wisely shifted my eyes back to Ronnie, who was almost openly laughing at me.  The wicked Water witch slipped her own arm through mine and leaned close.  “Come on, Sutton. I’m starving too.”




Chapter 29

“This is nice,” I said, directing it to the person on my right.
“Right?” Veronica said.  “Big difference from upstate Vermont.”
“Is Texas like this?  Heat-wise?”
“Yes and no.  Anything near Houston is both hot and humid.  This is drier.  Like Arizona on the ocean,” she said. 
We were sitting at one of the many waterfront restaurants at a long outside table that accommodated the whole lot of us.  The restaurants were all next to each other, buildings blending together, and in normal times, I could imagine them all full of diners.  At the moment, ours was the only restaurant with anything like a normal customer crowd, the others all either closed or having just a few small tables of patrons.
We were outside, with an awning overhead that was clearly intended just for blocking the radiant sun instead of anything like rain.  Cassis clearly got much less precipitation than anyplace I’d ever lived.
“What are you getting?” Declan asked from my left side.  Stacia was on his left side, Holly on hers.  Across from Holly was Levi, then Darci, then Ashling, then Alice and Jetta, who was across from Veronica, Kristin who was across from Sierra, and finally sitting at the end of the table was Alex.
“That blue lobster pasta dish that the waiter mentioned,” I said.  The menu was in French and while the staff spoke a decent amount of English, I hadn’t understood everything he had said, even with Omega translating things for us. 
“I want to try the prawns.” Veronica leaned in.  “See how they compare to shrimp from home.”
“They’re bigger, that’s for certain,” Declan answered.  “I’ll be interested to hear what you think.”
“What are you eating?” I asked him.
“The seared scallops.”
“Stacia?” I asked.
“Oh, the bouillabaisse of course,” she said.
“The whole pack likes it because it’s a ton of food,” Declan said, Holly leaning past Stacia to give me an enthusiastic nod of agreement.
Across from us, Alice was listening intently to Ashling, clearly loving having Arcane’s premier teacher basically to herself.
“Do you wish you had claimed that spot?” I asked Veronica, nodding across the table.
“Nope.  They’re both Air witches.  Lots to talk about,” she said.  “I’m good here,” she said, bumping my leg with hers.
“I certainly think so,” I said quietly.  Not quiet enough for the current audience, as Kristin immediately glanced my way. 
“This right here,” she said, waving a hand between Veronica and me, “is too cute for words.” She was grinning ear to ear.
Since Jetta and I had helped Caeco Jensen find and help Kristin, we were pretty good friends with her.  I could bear her amusement.  Unfortunately, her words were heard by other ears.
“We’re watching him, Kristin,” Alice said when all eyes turned to us.  “Veronica’s too good to have to suffer Mack behavior.”  She smiled when she said it, but it wasn’t all that friendly a smile.  Alice had never really warmed up to me.
My immediate response was to defend myself.  Yes, I was a big fan of women.  Yes, I had dated a lot, but I hadn’t ever mistreated any of my romantic interests.  Despite my reputation, I hadn’t even slept with all the girls I dated.  But speaking up would likely trigger the I think he doth protest too much argument.
“Alice, you barely know me at all,” Veronica responded.  “Perhaps you all should be watching out for my behavior.”
“No, because no one will care,” Alice said blithely.  “What purpose does he even serve if not to amuse us?”
“You mean other than acting as my in-person teaching assistant as well as the regular Arcane escapee that none of you can seem to catch despite your advantages?” Declan asked, eyebrows arching.
She had clearly annoyed him more than she’d annoyed me, and it was also obvious that she didn’t realize it, as her next words proved.  “Well, we did catch him.  He slid out under a loophole, like he always does,” Alice said, all prissy.
“Actually, I caught him, but luck was on his side, as it seems to be so often,” Veronica corrected.
“If ye don’t mind me changing the tune a bit, I have to commend ye all on finding that wee lost lad,” Ashling said.  “That was a good bit of combined teamwork, it was.”
“It was the easiest tracking spell I’ve ever done,” Alice said.
“Yes, dear, I’m sure it was,” Ashling said, “but to have Sierra find evidence of the kidnapper which Veronica was able to recover so that you could track all the guilty parties and put paid to the whole lot of traffickers?  That, my dear, was bloody brilliant.”
“Sure, a solid win for the witches and the wolf, but what role did Mack play?” Alice sniped.
“You mean, other than liaison with the cops, putting the team together, and coordinating with Omega?” Jetta asked, her eyes narrowed.  “You might ask what role I played as well.”
“You helped normalize me around the humans, handled the scent kit, and interpreted what I was finding while in my other form,” Sierra said.
“The military would call that a Joint Operation,” Levi interjected.  “And a highly successful one, at that.”
“Except the whole group of traffickers just up and disappeared,” Alice complained.  Huh, I thought she understood what had happened to them.  On my left side, Declan was holding himself tightly, murdering a piece of bread with his fingers.
“If you prey on people, especially children, you can expect to be preyed upon in return,” Alex said from the end of the table, eyes on Declan.
Alice was looking at Alex, confused.
“Yeah, kill a kid and you should expect payback,” Declan said, ripping his bread into smaller and smaller pieces, but his eyes were on the other end of the table—the empty end.  I felt the hair rise on the back of my neck.  Declan had told me about the accidental death of a little girl and that her ghost haunted him.
“Jetta and I feel that it’s much more about intent,” I said.  “Like, you kill our parents and you can expect to be hunted down.” 
The eyes watching Declan all moved to me.  Good.
“The human race is facing hyper-advanced aliens and Mother Earth herself,” I said.  “Any humans that have decided to profit from kidnapping, sex slavery, or any other means of preying on fellow humans should just be added to the cull.”
I was very conscious of Declan and Stacia staring at me, but I focused on Alice, who looked confused.  “You helped a little boy get back to his mother.  Don’t waste time or emotion on the scum that took him.  They’re dead.  Now, D, what’s our mission tonight?”
He looked at me with his head tilted slightly—one of his tells.  I had managed to mildly surprise him. 
“Well,” he began.  “The water elemental will rise up to the surface near the salvage platform.  There’ll be, hopefully, large amounts of salvage on its back.  I lift that onto the platform with telekinesis.  But there all kinds of small pieces that are hard to see and get caught in folds on the elemental’s back.  It has a name, by the way, but it’s meaningless to us, so I just call it Manta.  Anyway, Manta can’t change form without losing all this valuable scrap, and it’s driving it kinda crazy.  I need volunteers to climb around on Manta’s back, barefoot, and gather up the loose stuff.  Levi was doing it, but got hurt.  It’s wet, cold, and slippery.  And it’s dark.  Omega will have minidrones over you for light and identification, but it’s still going to be uncomfortable.  Also, if you get sliding on Manta’s back, you very well might slide right off into the ocean.  So… I have some babysitters roving around the edges, ready to push you back up.  You’ll need to wear life preservers and likely want shorts and shirts over your swimwear.”
“Great. When do we head out?” I asked.
“Yeah, sounds like fun,” Jetta said, grinning.
“I’m in,” Veronica said, earning some surprised looks.  “What?  Hello—Water witch.  Pretty much drownproof.”
“Um, I’m not that great a swimmer,” Alice said, looking very concerned.
“You can stay on the platform and help shuffle the salvage into bins with the lead sinker crew,” Stacia said ruefully.
“Bet I can get more stuff than you can,” Veronica said to me.
“Maybe you can beat him, but not me,” Jetta said.
I turned to Declan.  “I think it’s on.”
Two and a half hours later, we were all grouped up on the patio of the citadel.  Veronica and Jetta wore yoga pants and long-sleeved athleisure shirts.  I had a similar shirt and a pair of board shorts.  All three of us wore high visibility life jackets and neoprene water gloves—our feet were bare.  The non-werewolves of the crew were dressed in pants, sweatshirts, and sneakers, as apparently it got a little cold out on the open water at night.  The wolves wore shorts and t-shirts.  All of us wore headlamps, and there were dozens of small drones hovering around us.
“Ready?” Declan asked us.
Nods all around. 
“Okay, here we go.”
And suddenly we were standing on metal decking under extremely bright lights.  It was dark and wet and oddly stable.  Like the platform didn’t rock or pitch at all.  It was huge, like two football fields side by side, all dark gray metal that seemed to shed water instantly.  Waves and sea spray just slid off it like it was Teflon-coated or something.  All around us floated the massive forms of advanced naval gunships, each holding its distance but so well-lit that I could now see just how many there were.  I could feel the eyes watching our every move.
“Opening holds now, Father,” Omega said, popping into existence beside Declan.  The middle of the platform began folding open, revealing dark spaces below. 
“Right.  Manta is rising from the bottom.  When he arrives, just hang tight,” he said to Jetta, me, and Veronica.  “I’ll get the big stuff off, then you can jump down onto his back.  It’ll be like dropping four or five feet onto a rubber mat.  I advise judo breakfalls, as you’ll just slip if you try to stick a landing.  We’ve got a pile of these mesh bags for you.  Take two or three and we’ll have drones deliver more as you need them.  Some of the stuff is shiny, but much is similar in color to this decking.  Omega will help you spot the stuff; you just need to fill your bags and then leave them.  Bigger drones will haul them to the rest of us and we’ll toss them into the hold.  Omega’s bots will sort them down there.”
“Why don’t the drones pick up the stuff?” Alice asked.
“They do with obviously loose stuff, but most gets caught in the folds of Manta’s back,” Declan said.  “Human hands seem to pluck it free best.”
“It has skin?” Veronica asked, eyes gleaming with fascination.
“Most elementals have multiple forms, some solid and some not.  Water elementals usually take a solid form that mimics a natural animal.  Manta has several, but a giant ray shape appears to work best for this job.  So, in ray form, it has a soft, rubbery skin.  It’s not abrasive like real ray or shark skin.  If we can get the stuff off his back, he can switch to his diffused form, which will be more comfortable for him.  I’ll introduce you at that point, as he’ll likely be in a good mood.”
“Introduce me?” Veronica squeaked.  I smirked at her and she absently whacked my arm, her attention still on Declan.
“Yeah.  I’ll introduce everyone, but you being Water and all, I think he’ll appreciate you.  Now, you’ll see big fins circling around Manta.  I’ve recruited great white sharks, four of them, all big females, to patrol.  If you slide off, don’t panic.  You have your life vest and one of my helpers will get under you. Right, Levi?”
“Yeah.  I slipped off and this huge shark just lifted me back up, right on her head,” Levi said.  “This whole thing is a crazy experience, but that was the best part.  I scratched my leg on her skin pretty bad, so try to keep your feet tucked up under you, as the skin on your soles is tougher than your legs or arms.  Can’t wait to get fully healed.  It’s really kind of fun—like running around on a giant slip and slide.”
Jetta made a little squee sound of excitement and Veronica smacked me again, grinning ear to ear.
“You people are more than a little weird,” Alice said.
“Oh?” Veronica challenged.  “Like you wouldn’t be excited if we were going hang gliding or parachuting?”
“Fair point,” Alice said.
“We can do that tomorrow, dear,” Ashling said, patting Alice’s arm.
“What?” Alice asked, eyes wide.
“We jump out of the bigger drones,” Declan said.  “It’s neither parachuting nor is it hang gliding.  Omega puts a couple of drones on each of us and it’s basically flying.”
“I’m in,” Veronica said before Alice could unhinge her open jaw.
“Tomorrow,” Declan said with a wave.  “Manta’s coming up now.  Get ready.”




Chapter 30

At first, nothing happened.  The full moon overhead cast a silver gleam over the sea, which seemed pretty calm to me.  Jet and I don’t have a lot of beach or ocean time, so what do I know?  But it didn’t look all that choppy—until it did.  Suddenly, the immediate area off the side of the salvage platform started to move and roil, water flowing away from the center of a really big area.  Like a couple of acres of area.
“Manta’s got a full load tonight.  Hard to tell, but maybe seven or eight craft,” Declan said.
“How can you know that?” Victoria asked him.
“I’m talking with him,” Declan said.  “You hearing him, Stacia?”
“Yeah.  I can hear him, but I don’t get the clarity you get,” she replied.  “I do get his emotions, such as they are.  He feels like he’s pleased with himself.”
The seawater turmoil was getting more and more violent, the mass of upwelling water growing in size as something massive approached the surface.
“Alright, here it comes,” Declan said, clapping his hands together. 
A couple of seconds later, shapes rose from the water.  That’s all I could call them: shapes.  Mounds of dull gray metal, mostly curved but with clear bends and dents or even breaks across their surfaces.  As they rose higher, the water under them seemed to rise up like small hills… until I realized it wasn’t water, but some kind of black material—or maybe skin.  It rippled under the Vorsook craft—which were now more recognizable under the light of the moon—causing the rounded forms of the spaceships to rock and shift about like glued macaroni flexing on a piece of paper in art class.
“Holy shit!” Alice breathed out.  “It’s fucking huge.”
Darci barked out a short, sharp laugh as Ashling said, her tone amused, “Yes, dear. Manta’s a bit of a beast.”
“Sorry,” Alice said, looking mildly abashed for a brief moment before astonishment returned.
“It’s bigger than the entire platform,” Jetta said in disbelief.
“Manta’s not the biggest water elemental in the Med, either,” Declan said.  “There’s a real giant that occupies the Calypso Deep.”
“Where’s its head?” Sierra asked, craning her neck to see.
“Way out there,” Kristin said, pointing.  “It always puts its butt up against the platform for some reason,” she said with a little giggle. 
“Okay, O. I’m lifting the first one now,” Declan called out, staring at the starcraft rippling on the back of the giant manta ray.  One of the Vorsook spacecraft lifted off the back of the elemental and floated in eerie silence up and over our heads, water dripping off its surface to patter down around us like rain.  None of the drops touched us, instead sliding down an invisible dome that just covered us.
“Thanks, Ronnie,” Jetta said with a glance at the beautiful Water witch.
Veronica just gave her a quick nod, gave me a tiny smirk, and then turned back to stare at the alien wreckage laid out before us.  Some of the starships were spherical like Omega’s drones and others were pill-shaped cylinders, all displaying considerable damage.  Alien metals melted by unimaginable heat or shattered by titanic forces.  Cosmic-level powers that had been wielded by the lanky witch kid currently lifting another Vorsook craft into the holds of Omega’s battle station.  I leaned over the edge to look down into the storage, the darkness lit by actinic beams of light as multi-legged robots started immediate work on the salvaged technology.
Over the next twenty minutes, each of the seven craft found a home in the massive holds of the disguised station, the first one already more than half stripped down by Omega’s bots.
“Okay, that’s the last one.  You guys ready for Operation Slip and Slide?” Declan asked.
“Let’s do it,” Jetta said, her tone mostly excited, with just the slightest quiver of nerves.
“Well, just jump on down.  We’ll help you get back up…” he was saying, but I was already running for the edge of the platform, jumping out as far as I could to make certain I hit Manta’s back and not open seawater.
If twenty-four hours ago, someone had suggested I would be gleefully jumping off a deep-sea salvage barge and onto the slick rubbery back of a giant manta ray, I’d have looked up the number of the nearest psychosis hotline.
Instead, I was half falling, half flying out over the moon-silvered Mediterranean onto the back of an aquatic creature so large, I couldn’t even see its head from here.  I landed, my feet slipping out from under me, my ass hitting something like a wet wrestling mat. 
A thud and squeal next to me announced my sister’s arrival and when I turned, I saw her go sliding past, twirling on her back, her headlight sending a spinning beam of light through the sea-misted night. 
Another thud and I turned to find Veronica standing easily on both feet.  “It’s water, Mack.  I only slide if I want to,” she snarked at me.  I couldn’t help my grin back. 
“It won’t help you win though,” I said, pushing down with both hands and hopping up on my feet.  My sliding toes touched something hard and when I looked down, my headlight illuminated a twisted pile of gray metal that shimmered oddly.  I picked it up, finding it harder than steel and lighter than aluminum.
No idea what it was, I held it up high.  “First find.”  Both girls swore in decidedly non-ladylike tones, immediately spreading out to find more bits of tech.
“Got one,” Jetta said.
“Second one,” I said as I spotted a muted lump tucked under a fold of Manta’s wet, gleaming hide.
“Shit,” Veronica said, almost instantly changing her tone to a triumphant cry of “Ha!” as she stooped to pick up a rectangle of metal.
From that point on, it was a race, a slippery, sliding race under the light of the moon on a black, undulating surface that shifted and quivered as we poked and prodded to find bits and pieces of who knew what.  Well, Omega knew what and he told us so as baseball-sized drones zipped about with us, pointing out bits and pieces of tech. 
As soon as a mesh bag was over half full, a drone would clamp onto it with disturbing little metallic pincers, drop a new bag into our hands, and zoom back to the platform where the rest of the crew waited to empty the bag.  I had the impression that they were sorting stuff under the sensors of the drones, but it was nothing I could pay any attention to.  The hunt was all-consuming, equal parts exhausting and exhilarating, as we spread out over several acres of supernatural manta, head lamps flashing and bobbing about in the darkness.
When I eliminated the spoils in the middle of my zone, I moved closer to Manta’s edges, seeking more salvage.  And the edges were treacherous, as black sea water and black sea water-covered manta skin are hard to distinguish between.  The two-foot-high dorsal fins of the patrolling sharks helped though.
Near the end of the night, I found a piece only ten feet from the edge of Manta’s back.  It was a cylinder of alien metal, torn at one end so it had created sharp barbs, one of which was dug into Manta’s tough skin.  I yanked it free and discovered that Manta could feel pain.  How do I know that? When the barb ripped free, a five-foot square area around the wound humped up at least three feet, sending me and the salvaged lump of metal straight for the open ocean.  Sliding down the sudden ski slope feet first, directly for open sea.
At the last moment, just as my feet entered the water, a massive form, the size of a pickup truck, swam in front of me.  It felt like my feet hit concrete, covered in sharp, abrasive skateboarders’ tape.  I pushed off in an adrenaline-fueled sideways jump and shot backward.
Mount manta ray had in the meantime, apparently, reversed direction, becoming a depression that I slid down into.  My back touched the open sore at the bottom and the hump returned with a swift vengeance, sending me flying into the air to land ten feet away, luckily farther from the edge.
“No screwing around, Sutton,” Veronica called, clearly a witness to my gymnastics.  “Your defeat is inevitable, but I want you to give it your all.”
I stood up on shaky legs, put the scrap in my bag, and held it up.  “Next bag please, Omega,” I said as cool as I could.
But instead of delivering a new bag, the responding drone snatched up the bag and spoke in Omega’s calm tones.  “That is the last detectable item of salvage.  It is time, as they say, to wrap it up for the night.”
The same words came from multiple units at the same time, like a loudspeaker announcement at a high school football game.  I looked around, locating my sister and
Veronica, our headlamps flashing across each other’s faces as they did the same. 
They both looked as exhausted as I felt, but they were grinning like kids as we trudged across the elemental’s vast back, arriving at the edge of the platform, which rose above us by about six feet.
Stacia grabbed Holly’s hand, then leaned out sideways, her werewolf second-in-command holding her weight without effort.  The blonde Alpha wolf held out her free hand to Jetta, who took it without hesitation.  With a quick easy pull, my sister was back up on the battle station.
I waved Veronica forward.  She was slightly hesitant, so I made a stirrup with my hands and she stepped up, reaching for the slim hand that was now waiting for her.  Stacia pulled her onboard and then it was my turn.  I jumped, caught the steel hook Stacia calls a hand, and felt the sudden pull in my shoulder, like a water ski boat pulling me up and out.
Declan thumped my back, a broad smile on his face.  “That was awesome!  You guys cleared everything on Manta’s back and now he can drop that form,” he said, waving a hand.  We all looked just as the playing field we’d been on just seemed to dissolve, leaving open sea and massive sharks.
“He hasn’t been able to do that for over a week, so thanks, guys.  And you guys brought in a ton of stuff, right, O?”
“Well, if it were steel, it would likely approach that weight, but Vorsook alloys are much lighter.  However, in total, you recovered two hundred and thirty-three pieces of technology,” Omega said, standing next to Declan in his avatar form.
“Yeah, but how many each, O?” Jetta asked.
“You recovered seventy-eight, Jetta, which was the same for Mack.  Veronica recovered seventy-seven.  Remarkably even numbers; perhaps even statistically improbable.”
“So it’s a tie?” I asked, frowning.
“Between you two at least,” Ronnie said, her own expression cloudy.
“Which means that we’ll have to see if there’s a tiebreaker tomorrow night,” Declan said, laughing.
The rest of the group were all smiling at us, amused by the competition.
“You both go down tomorrow,” Veronica promised.
“They went down a lot tonight,” Sierra said with a smirk. 
“Down more than they were up,” Stacia added with a laugh.
“All three are down in body temperature,” Omega announced as three drones brought us towels.  “Perhaps, Father, you could transport our recovery crew back to the hotel for hot showers and food?”
“Yeah, what he said,” Jetta agreed.
“I could eat,” I said, and then we were all standing on the veranda lookout of the ancient castle citadel hotel.
“A snack buffet has already been laid out,” Stacia said, waving at a heavily loaded table.  “But you all better shower up fast because we worked up an appetite too.”
“On it,” I said, turning toward my suite. 
Veronica hip checked me before I could take more than a step.  “Bet I can beat you back here, Sutton,” she said.
“Not if I get in the shower before you,” Jetta said, bolting for the doorway to their own suite.  The witch cried out in protest, chasing my sister as I ran for my own rooms.




Chapter 31

“So...  what is a clonk?” Veronica asked as we stepped out of the hotel car.  The driver had promised to pick us up in two and a half hours, but even if he didn’t, we could easily make the walk back to the hotel.
“It’s calanque,” I said, leading the way down the path.  “They are inlets along the coast kind of like a fjord but formed by erosion or cave roof collapses.”
“As opposed to how fjords are formed?” she asked, tucking a strand of black hair behind her ear, which was very distracting.
“Er, right.  Fjords were cut by glaciers,” I said, focusing my eyes on the path instead of her long legs.  Her short blue skirt showed them to dangerous effect.  If I tripped, our entire picnic lunch would likely be spread over the limestone under our feet rather than the blanket I’d packed.
“And so they’re like private swimming spots?” she asked, close behind me.
“Yeah, or at least more private than the beaches.  This one is close to town, so I doubt we’ll have it to ourselves.”
“That’s a shame,” she said, her voice just slightly husky.  I automatically glanced back at her, catching a sly smile that almost destroyed my walking.
“Yeah, um, a shame,” I said.
A few minutes of downhill walking and we came to the edge of the cliff that dropped into the calanque.  The sun was fiercely hot, the air dry, and the water below was a deep, gorgeous blue.
There were other people below, but no more than ten or so, which meant we were easily able to find a semi-private spot on the flat rocks.  I opened the restaurant’s basket and pulled out a red blanket.  Underneath was a chilled bottle of Clos ste Magdeleine rosé, a salad of prawns, avocado, and mango, a baguette, tapenade, tomatoes a la Provençale, and ice cream, which was packed in ice.  There were also a couple of bottles of iced water.
“This is amazing, and you brought more prawns,” she said.
“According to your sister, you love shrimp more than her.  And I saw how much you like them at dinner last night.”
“You’ve been talking to my sister about me?” she asked in a dangerous tone, taking a bite of prawn.
“Absolutely.  Not going to mess up our picnic with bad guesses on my part.”
“Hmm.  What else did she say I would like?”
“She thought lavender ice cream would go over big,” I said.
Her eyes widened, but her mouth was full.  She took her time, rather than gulping it down and then turned to me.  “You have lavender ice cream in that basket?”
“Yup, but we gotta eat our main dishes first,” I said.
She scooped out the little tub of dessert, smirking at me.  “Who says?  Besides, it’s going to melt in this heat.”
So we had dessert first, then the salad and bread, sipping crisp wine between bites.
“After lunch, we’re going swimming, right?” she asked.
“Water,” I said, pointing at the sea.  “Water witch,” I said, pointing at her.  “Plus, it’s really hot here.  I’m not used it.”
“This?  This is nothing compared to southern Texas.  Hardly any humidity here.  I thought you and Jetta were from the South?”
“We’ve been too long in the Northeast now,” I said.  “But you’re not wrong about this humidity.  Much better than I remember from the family ranch.”
She snagged a final prawn, expertly shelled it, and then took a slow bite.  Me, I got a little caught up watching her lips, looking up to see her eyes locked on mine.  She finished the prawn, dusted off her hands, and stood up.
“Time for swimming,” she said with a smile, reaching behind her back to unzip her skirt.
“No rest and digest?” I asked, standing up.
“We’re just going in.  No hard swimming for a bit, plus look at it: no current to speak of,” she said, dropping her skirt.  I may have gulped a little.  Her hands crossed, grabbing the bottom of her shirt, pulling it up and over in one smooth move. 
Definitely a gulp.  Blue bikini in the most modern of French fashions.  High on the hips, thong back, and small on material.  Just like almost every girl on all the beaches.  There were four other ladies on the rocks of the Calanque wearing exactly the same style.  But she looked better.
“You’re staring,” she smirked.
“You are incredibly stare-able,” I said.  “Arcane’s workouts agree with you.”
“Hmm, seems like you’re stalling taking off your own shirt.  Hiding a dad bod, are you?” she asked.
“I didn’t want to pull my shirt over my eyes and miss a moment of the show,” I said.
She snorted, but I saw a flicker of smile.  “Come on, Sutton.  Time to get wet,” she said, turning and walking to the water’s edge.  She attracted quite a number of glances from the others, both guys and girls.  I flicked off my shirt and followed her into the water.
She turned around to face me, raised her brow as she scanned my shirtless torso, then turned back and dove in.  The water was clear, making it easy to track her position under the surface.  I followed ignoring the shock of the surprisingly cold water, and popped up facing her.
“Not bad, Mack,” she said with a grin.
“The dive?”
“Yeah, that too,” she said, swimming over to me.  She came right up against me and raised her lips to mine.  I kissed her and she kissed back, both of us treading water, bobbing like buoys.
“Awkward, right?” she asked, then she raised one hand and twirled it.  I felt the water underneath us solidify, but not like ice. Rather like a cushion.  “How’s that?” she asked, leaning in.
I kissed her again, without all the wavey motion.  “Much better.  Hey, how are you manipulating salt water?”
“You going to kiss me or talk shop?”
I shut up and kissed her.
Later, as we walked up the path to meet our driver, she answered my question.
“Magic and salt don’t mix, but you can work with sea water if you know how,” she said, kind of out of nowhere.
“And this is a Texas Circle thing?”
“No, this is a thing I just learned from your bestie.  He explained it after dinner.  Water affinity makes for good healers, as human bodies are mostly water.  But blood, which we work with all the time, is about nine parts salt per thousand.  Seawater is like four times saltier, but the point is, if we can work with some salt in solution, then it stands to reason we can work with a bit more.  Takes more effort, but Declan said you get around that by tapping into all the other stuff in sea water.”
“Never thought about blood.  What other stuff do you use?”
“Almost every element known to man is in sea water, but also tons of microorganisms, each of which has varying degrees of salt inside their cells.”
“So you work with those whose intracellular environment has lower salinity?  How?”
“I don’t consciously know the difference; I just use the same spells that I would to move blood around, and it is automatically more effective with those organisms who happen to have lower salt contents at that moment.  Like an automatic filter.  Still takes more energy, but that’s where the whole energy borrowing thing comes in.  The ocean is in constant motion.  I’m learning to use that.”
“Friggin’ Declan.  Of course,” I said, slightly jealous. 
“Thanks to you, I’m getting an unbelievable education,” she said.
“Is that why you’re hanging out with me?”  I asked, dreading the answer. 
“I hang out with you because I really like you.  But the fact that you have more access to the most advanced witch ever is a major benefit,” she said.
“Oh.  I thought maybe you realized that fact early on and, well, capitalized on it.”
“I didn’t figure it out until just recently.  And apparently none of the other witches have ever realized it or you’d be almost as swamped with witches as Declan used to be.”
“Oh,” I said, thinking about it.  “The last girl to decide to hang out with me figured it out first.”
I was looking straight ahead at the path, but I could see her glancing my way.  “Cunning of her,” she said, her voice hard.  “But that’s what we’ve been taught that demons do, right?  Understand humans and what motivates us.”
“Yeah.  So what did lead you my way?”
“When I first got to Arcane, I noticed you right away.  The good-looking guy who had no magic whatsoever yet was at the center of so much.  The weres look up to you and Jetta, the witches all listen to you when you talk about spell work.  Jenks seems to love you and your sister, and I couldn’t figure out why until the first Mack hunt.  You’re both so freaking capable, it’s crazy.  Not to mention lucky.”
“I used to be sick of that word.  Lucky.”
“Well, you guys are.  Consider that you’re the only non-supernaturals at Arcane and yet you both thrive there,” she said.
“Declan thinks our luck is not natural.  That we are supernaturally lucky, like it’s a survival trait.  We aren’t lucky with gambling… unless the bet has an outcome that impacts our sur-thrival, as Jet calls it.  But probability is definitely skewed around us.  Omega has numbers to back it up.”
She looked around, then turned to me.  “Where is Omega?  He hasn’t spoken to us all day.”
“We have three drones overhead, but otherwise he’s giving us our space for our date,” I said, pointing up.
She grabbed my hand.  “Yeah, our first real date and it’s a gourmet picnic on the French Riviera.  That seems like skewed probability to me.”
It hit me like a thunderbolt.  What were the actual odds that I could find a girl to date at Arcane and end up with her on a first date in France—on the Mediterranean?  Far more thrive than survive.  Could Lady Luck or probability actually favor me being with this girl?




Chapter 32

“Let the Salvage Wars begin!”
“Really, Holly?” Kristin instantly responded.  “That’s the best you could come up with?  How about the Manta Games or the Slide into Oblivion?”
“How about we just go get the stuff?” Jetta added.
“Before you go,” Omega said, appearing suddenly, “I have tech to try out.”
Three grapefruit-sized drones immediately hovered over Veronica, my sister, and myself.  Each held a strand of something gray.  “These are nano bracelets like Father wears,” the super AI said.  “They will guide you to the salvage faster than the drones.”
“Visual aid?” I asked.
“Haptic indicators,” he replied. 
“Oh, hell yeah,” Veronica said, holding up her wrist.  Her drone draped the length of gray metal over her right wrist, and it instantly folded itself around, ends linking together without seam.
She stared at it for a second and then her hand twitched, moving slightly and her head lifted to look at a fourth drone that carried a small piece of Vorsook tech.  “Hah,” she said to me.  “Game on.”
I held my own wrist up, as did Jetta, and almost instantly we had our own bracelets of computer mayhem.  They weighed nothing; I barely noticed it there.  Then my own arm flexed, and I felt the pull toward the alien technology floating in front of us.  It was like a mild pull, easily ignored if I chose to, but clearly there if I was paying attention.
“Okay.  What else do they do?” I asked Omega.
“Too much to explain right now, but you might choose to think of them as the Swiss army knife of the quantum world,” Declan said.
“They are far more versatile than a simple, mechanical tool,” Omega said, clearly not happy with the analogy.
“Mack’s a simple guy, Omega.  Gotta use simple terms,” Declan said, grinning at me.
“That’s… fair,” I admitted.  “And with that, let’s go!”  I raced off the platform without warning the other two, but they were right behind me.  I managed to stick my landing, but Jetta didn’t even try.  Instead, she dove, sliding thirty feet away in seconds.  Veronica landed on her feet but somehow changed direction, sliding off to my left, her right arm up and pointing.  Both girls scored salvage almost immediately.
Get your ass in gear, I thought to myself, holding my own arm up and following the immediate pull.  A few seconds later, I got my first piece of recovered debris, but the girls were both on to their seconds.
“Omega, can you increase the pull?” I asked my bracelet in a quiet voice.
“Yes, Mack. I thought you might never ask,” he responded in my ear like I was wearing a Bluetooth unit.  I took a page from Jetta’s book and shot out on my stomach, adding a spin.  The pull on my arm became a full-on yank and I shot off at an angle to my original direction, stopping right on top of a gray hunk of alien metal.
My new technique caught me up, but the girls were quick to speak to their own bracelets, copying my move.  By now I was on both knees, sliding about to the pull of the bracelet, like a kneeboarder behind a ski boat.
My first bag was filled and on its way to the platform when I noticed Veronica standing absolutely still, staring out at the moonlit waters.
“What?” I asked, sliding to a stop close by.
“There’s a dolphin out there… I can feel it,” she said, turning to look at me, eyes wide.
“That’s bad how?”
“It doesn’t want to be near us—near the sharks—but it is here nonetheless,” she said.
“Omega?”  I asked.
“On it.  Drones tracking.  She is correct.  Atlantic bottlenose dolphin, female.  Something strapped to its body.”
Thoughts clicked in place as my brain pulled up old pieces of information.  Jetta says I’m like a magpie for odd facts and bits of knowledge.
“Bomb!” I yelled, diving toward the Water witch.  As my arms wrapped around her, I felt a hard yank on my arm.  Hers moved in tandem to mine as we were summarily hauled across Manta’s back, Jetta being towed ahead of us.  My sister hit the platform first, Stacia and Holly yanking her up.  Behind me, I heard the thudding splash of a high-speed drone slamming into the ocean.
“Dolphin terminated,” Omega said in my ear.  I imagined the poor thing getting lasered in the head or having a drone simply slam through its body.  Then Veronica was getting pulled up onto the platform.
A dull thump vibrated through my feet, coming right up through Manta’s skin, and when I turned to look behind me, a geyser of water shot into the sky just off the giant elemental’s side.
Then steel-hard hands were locking on my wrists and I was plucked up onto the platform.
“Oh god, there’s a second one coming,” Veronica said, horrified.
The werewolves let go of my arms and I turned in time to see a dolphin leap from the water, a black mass humped up on its back.  A much bigger torpedo hit it, a truly giant specimen of a great white shark launching from underneath the dolphin, massive jaws slamming shut on the poor sea creature.
The shark flipped tail over jaws and reentered the water, only to explode as it hit.  We were pelted by bits and pieces of fish and mammal, blood and flesh.
“Fuck this!” Declan said, voice hard and cold.  He pointed and one of the ships in the distance lifted out of the water.
I’ll say that again in case you didn’t grasp my words.  The entire ship lifted free from the sea.  The ship nearest it was an American Arleigh Burke class destroyer.  The ship that lifted was about the same size, maybe bigger.  My dad and I built a model of an Arleigh Burke when I was a kid.  My odd facts arsenal delivered a factoid that those ships weighed around eight to ten thousand tons.
“It’s the Russian ship,” Omega said out loud, his avatar looking up as we all did.  The ship sailed over our heads, sea water pouring off of it, sailors yelling and screaming on its deck.
As it passed directly over us, an object fell from it, a long cylinder, pointed on one end, blunt on the other.  The object froze in mid-flight, then lifted back up onto the ship.
“Oops, they dropped a cruise missile,” Declan said, his words tight.  “Can’t be too careful.”
“Did they just try to fucking bomb us?” Stacia demanded.
“It would appear so.  I had disabled all of their weapons launch systems, but they appear to have manually dragged a single missile from its silo and pushed it over the side,” Omega said.
“That’s pretty brazen,” Holly said, hands on her hips, looking up as the ship flew on by.
“Whatcha gonna to do with it, D?” I asked as the massive vessel floated away from us.
“Put it somewhere safe to contain the stupid,” he said.  He turned back, looking behind me.  “Yeah, Manta took off.  Two bombs too many,” he said.  “Well, that’s it.  We’re done here.”
“Probably why they did it,” Alex Gordon said.  “Get you to drop some of the scraps, then attempt recovery later.”
“Not going to work,” Declan said, waving at the waves.  Actinic flashes lit the deep water below us.  “Omega’s drones are destroying everything that fell.  You guys had like half of the spare parts already anyway.”
“Time to leave before someone else does something even stupider,” Stacia said.
I was back to watching the airborne Russian ship and I saw an orange flash from the deck.  “Too late,” I said as a patch of blue light lit up a small section of an arc above the sea between us and the ship.
“Really?  A sniper?” Declan said.  The heavy caliber bullet was frozen in the air in front of us.
A baseball-sized drone shot away, following the ship, and then a line of brilliant light struck the ship. 
“Sniper terminated,” Omega reported.  Three more streaks of light fired off in rapid sequence. 
“Backup sniper, spotter, and ship’s captain terminated.”
Declan must have done his thing because we were suddenly all standing on the veranda of the citadel hotel.  “Look,” Levi said, pointing.  We turned as the massive guided-missile destroyer set down on top of the Cap Canaille cliff top, immediately listing sharply to one side but not falling all the way over. 
I looked at Declan, brows up. 
“There’s a bit of a cleft up there to seat the keel in,” he said with a shrug.  A ring of drones took up stations around the land-trapped ship.
“Thank you, everybody.  That was good work till the fuckery happened,” Stacia said.  “We’re going to have a chat with world leaders for a bit, so we’ll see you all tomorrow.  Alex, you want to sit in?”
“Me, too,” Levi said as Chris Gordon’s grandfather nodded.
“Alright, have a good night,” the blonde werewolf said, turning and walking into the hotel.  Declan gave us all a nod, his face tight with anger, then followed her inside.
“Well,” Holly said.  “Wine anyone?”
The response was universal, even among the witches.




Chapter 33

“So… he’s really mad, isn’t he?”
“Holly, you work with the guy every day and you’re asking me?” I responded.
She waved away my comment.  “You roomed with him and traveled to Fairie with him.  You and your sister are the ones he keeps going back to when he’s stressed.  The boss always says that you’re like his brother.”
“She’s right,” Alice said.  We were all having a drink on the veranda, even the witches.  Witches generally don’t drink, much at least, and live very long, so that was a pretty big tell right there, although they only had one glass of white wine each.  Veronica, Alice, Jetta, Holly, Sierra, and Kristin were all around me.  Alex, Levi, Darci, and Ashling were on the other side of the broad, flat-stoned seating area, having their own conversation.
Six sets of eyes watched and waited for my response.  I was halfway through my second Corona, rethinking the evening’s events while staring at the huge Russian guided missile destroyer stuck aground atop a thirteen-hundred-foot cliff.  Three of Omega’s Obliterator drones still hovered over and around it.
I thought about sugarcoating it but decided this audience didn’t need that.
“Yeah.  He’s furious.”
“Well, what does he expect?” Alice asked, earning our undivided attention and raised brows.  “I mean, it’s massively advanced technology.  Of course someone’s going try and steal it.”
I shook my head.  “He’s mad about that because it complicates recovery, but what he’s really mad about is trying to drop a missile on us as they floated over our heads.  Stupid.  Even if it worked, the ship would have dropped into the sea and sunk.”
“Like shooting the pilot while you’re flying,” Jetta agreed.
“Pretty stupid, but’s it’s more, right?” Veronica guessed.
“He lost one pack member to an assassination attempt, and basically all of his friends and family are right here.  His aunts, Levi, the pack, and all of us.  So yeah.  Mad?  Enraged is likely more accurate,” I said.
That’s the exact moment that the doors to the hotel slammed open, all on their own and Declan stormed out, Stacia right behind him.
“Those bastards!” he said, turning to face the destroyer on the cliff.  “Omega?”
“The Bezzhalostnyy, which means Ruthless, is a Sovremenny class destroyer.  Eight thousand tons, five hundred and twelve feet in length.  Crew of five hundred and eight.  Armed with four 130mm anti-ship guns, four Close-In-Weapon-System 30mm air defense cannons, eight Sunburn anti-ship missiles, forty-eight Gadfly surface-to-air missiles, various anti-submarine torpedoes, and a Ka-27 Helix helicopter.  I’ve frozen all controls and welded manual controls on all weapons systems.”
“Tell the crew to get off the ship,” Declan said matter-of-factly.
“What did they say?” I asked.
“They denied everything.  Complained that we attacked them, that we are interfering with their sovereign right to salvage whatever they want,” he answered, turning to look at me.
“What did you say?” I pressed.
“He didn’t, at least… right away,” Stacia said.  “Omega presented clear video evidence that the dolphins were branded with their marks, the bombs they carried were Russian naval ordinance, and a great set of shots of the crew pushing the missile off the deck.”
“They claimed it was all fabricated,” Omega said.  “The Russian president spent forty-one minutes on a diatribe against me and Father, claiming we were the ones destroying the planet.”
“When he was done, I told him I’d get right back to him in the next few minutes,” Declan said, eyes back on the ship.  “They getting off that thing yet?”
“There is some reluctance to comply,” Omega said.
Declan pointed at the ship and waggled his hand.  The ship twisted side to side, knocking chunks of Cap Canaille to fall in a spray of boulders and rock to the sea below.  “How about now?”
“There seems to be the start of an exodus,” Omega reported.  “Also, the senior officers are currently in contact with their superiors in Russia and not yet leaving the vessel.”
“Start a countdown timer for one hour and project it, please,” Declan said, crossing his arms.
A massive red hologram appeared in the sky over the ship, giant numbers counting down from sixty.
“What are ye doing, lad?” Ashling asked.
“Clearing the decks so I can give that asshat my response, Aunt Ash.  The crew is just following orders, so I’m trying not to murder them,” he said with a tightly controlled smile.
“And when they be done getting off?”
“I’m going to do a bit of salvage myself,” he said, turning back to watch the ship.
I stood up, drawing all eyes my way.  “Looks like I have enough time for a hot shower,” I said.  “And maybe find some popcorn.”
Thirty-seven minutes later, I came back out on the veranda, clean, warm, and dressed in sweats.  Shockingly, both Jetta and Veronica were already there, showered and dressed, smirking at my late arrival. 
“But did you bring popcorn?” I asked, holding the door open so one of the hotel staff could wheel a cart with snacks and drinks, including a huge container of popcorn. 
The weres, except Stacia, crowded around, but their demeanor was a bit subdued as they grabbed fruit, nuts, and bowls of popcorn.  Stacia was standing next to Declan, who still watched the ship, the timer down to twelve minutes and change.  After a moment, Stacia came over to the cart, but her emerald eyes were locked on me, not the food.  She raised one brow and nodded toward a silent Declan.  I shrugged, then silently pushed my right fist at my open left palm, opening the fingers like a bomb going off.
“I can hear you all gesturing about me, you know,” Declan said.
I sent a silent middle finger in his direction.  He suddenly laughed.  “Tell me you aren’t flipping me off, Sutton,” he said.
“Not going to start lying to you now, dude,” I answered, grabbing some corn for myself.  “We’re just placing bets on what you’re going to do.”
He spun around, right eyebrow up.  “Really?  What are the guesses?”
“I think you’re going to pick that ship up and wreck it in front of the crew, us, and all the townspeople and television crews down on the waterfront,” I said.
“Well, duh, Sutton,” Holly said around a mouthful of almonds.  “Of course he’s going to destroy the destroyer, but how is the question.  I think you’re going to sink it.”
“Nah,” Jetta said.  “He’s going to laser it in half.”
“Probably crush it like a tin can,” Alice said.
“Send it into space through a portal,” Veronica guessed.
“Drop it on Moscow from twenty thousand feet,” Levi said.
“Oh, l like that one!” Declan said, surprised at his mentor.
“I should think a witch would turn it into a big reef, I would,” Ashling said. “So as to return to nature, ye see.”
“Wow, so many of you are sooo close,” Declan said.
“Oh!” Stacia said, the eureka lightbulb almost visible over her head.  “Balls.”
He smirked and turned away without answering.  The clock was down to four minutes.
“How’s the evac, Omega?”
“Only the acting captain, the intelligence officer and the first officer left, Father.  Along with the Helix helicopter and its pilot.”
“Are they moving?”
“Not yet.”
He gestured and the ship shifted in place, rising just a bit.
“How about now?”
“They’re out on the deck, running for the aircraft,” Omega answered.
It was too far for my merely human eyes to see, but at the one and half minute mark, the helicopter lifted off the deck, flying upward and back inland, the pilot turning it toward the ship and the sea.
“Ten, nine, eight,” Holly started.  Sierra, Jetta, and Kristin joined in.  “Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one…”
The ship came all the off the massive mount, knocking rock, dirt, and debris down the face of cliff to spill into the water.  It floated out over the water, and I suddenly noticed dozens of small boats in the bay scrambling to get out from under the hulking steel ship.
“Omega?  We clear?” Declan asked.
“All surface craft have moved out of the immediate danger zone,” Omega responded.
“People wasted fuel to watch the drama?” Kristin wondered out loud.
“Likely news crews on board,” Levi suggested.
“You are correct, Levi,” Omega said.  “Seventy-eight percent of the watercraft have onboard journalists.  The rest are simply wealthy enough to still have some personal fuel stockpiles.”
Declan held up both hands, palms outward at the hovering destroyer.  “May I suggest filters, Father?” Omega said.
“Oh, good call,” the witch said.  The sky was dark but somehow the area around the ship got even darker.
“Okay, here we go.  Fire in the hole!” Declan yelled out and a beam of brilliant white light shot out from his hands, the bolt widening into a sort of sheet of light as wide as the ship was tall from keel to conning tower.  The beam cut right through the center of the ship, shooting out into the night sky, lighting up the ocean and revealing the clusters of other naval vessels observing from just offshore.
The destroyer was now in two pieces, the edges of the cuts glowing from orange to cherry red.
Declan separated his hands, each now pointed at a half of the ship.  “Firing,” he said in a conversational tone, and two identical bolts lanced into the two halves.  Two were now four, and they looked pretty equal in size.
He put down his left hand and pointed his right finger straight up, twirling it at the sky.  All four pieces of former Russian naval might started to spin, showing us the cutaway interiors of each.
“Oh, you’re right,” I said suddenly, turning to Stacia.
She just shrugged.  “I’ve seen it before… just on a much smaller scale.”
The spinning metal started to glow.
“Where are you getting the heat from?” I asked.
“I’m pulling it from big wildfires from Spain, Brazil, and ironically, Siberia,” Declan said. 
“Will it put them out, laddie?” Ashling asked.
“Yeah. I’ll use every therm of heat they have,” he said.
The ship pieces were now spinning so fast, it was impossible to see detail, plus they were turning bright red at a ridiculous speed.
“Well, that’s some balance then, isn’t it,” the older O’Carroll said with a nod.
The angular shapes were slumping inward, becoming more spherical, little flares of light announcing explosions of munitions or flammable material.  The explosive force of those secondary blasts revealed the blue arcs of shields surrounding each piece.
“You’re making giant, two-thousand-ton metal balls,” Jetta said.
“Yup, giant balls of fury.  See, you almost all had pieces of it right,” he said, smiling at us.
“Except me,” Veronica said.
“And me,” Levi joined in.
“Actually, the space portal thing is how I’m quenching them,” Declan said, head tilted as he studied the massive orbs with a critical eye.  They were turning a bright cherry red, and he suddenly shoved his right fist at them and all four blinked out of existence.
“Okay, we’ll let them sit up there for a bit,” he said, coming over to get a glass of water.
“But you’re not dropping them on Moscow, right?” Levi asked.
“No… of course not,” Declan said in a tone that didn’t carry full conviction.
“Same as the crew, Declan, those city dwellers have no control over the people at the top,” Levi said.
“I know,” Declan said with a short, sharp nod.  He flicked his hand, and the four giant orbs reappeared, now a dull grayish color, hovering over the bay of Cassis.
“How do they look?” he asked us.
“They are not perfectly equal in size, Father, although the margin of difference is only about five percent.”
“I went by eye, Omega,” Declan said, just a touch defensive.  “Okay, now to park them in orbit.”
He waved his hand and this time, the balls shot up and out, separating into four different directions, moving faster and faster until they disappeared in the night sky.
“Where?” Darci asked.
“One over the middle of the Pacific Ocean, one over the Atlantic, and one over the North Pole.”
“What about the fourth?” Stacia asked.  “Let me guess… Moscow?”
He touched his finger to his nose, then took a long drink of water.  “Okay.  Message sent.  Time for bed,” he said.  “Goodnight, everyone.”
There was a chorus of automatic responses and then he retreated to his room.  Stacia stayed out with us, her eyes meeting first mine and then Ashling’s.
“Well, that went pretty good,” I said, draining my beer.  “Anyone want to watch the news?”
“Oh, yeah,” Veronica said as a few others nodded.
“I’m to bed, I am,” Ashling said, Darci moving along with her.  The rest of us gathered our chairs in an arc as Omega projected a giant monitor with at least ten different newscasts, all showing a view of Cassis.




Chapter 34

Declan declared the salvage was done at breakfast, transporting us all back to Vermont right after a final lunch. 
“Look, the world travelers are back,” Tyler snarked to two of his werewolf buddies as we entered Arcane.  “The jetsetters return.”
“More like portal setters,” Alice mumbled as we waved at the wolves in the lobby.
“What?  What did you say?” Tyler demanded with a petulant tone.
Alice turned to face him.  “I said we used portals, not jets,” she said, hands on her hips and head slightly tilted, wary but clearly ready for attitude.
“Oh, I was wrong, it’s the Word Police who are here,” Tyler said to his buddies.  “So stupid of me.  Probably too stupid to be in the same room with the all-knowing Suttons and their squad.”
Now it was Jetta’s turn to face the clearly crabby wolf.  “What’s the issue, Tyler?” she said.  “What have I done to you?”
“You?  Why, nothing, princess.  You don’t even look down from your pedestal to notice us peons,” he said.  Clearly someone had pissed in his coffee or something.  “Pretty ballsy for basically prey though.  Careful you don’t become food too.”
Uh-oh.
My sister shot across the room and got in close.  “Food like who, Tyler?” she demanded, hands on her hips.
He stared at her for a moment, clearly surprised she was in his face, but I saw the moment his expression changed to something mean and dangerous.
“Like your mommy and daddy,” Tyler said.
Jetta’s hand came up like she was going to slap him, but he leaned back with wolfish speed, a sneer on his face—a sneer that changed to worry when she tapped his groin with the silver blade in her other hand.  “The wolves that killed my parents are dead, Tyler.  Heads blown clean off.  Put down like the vermin they were.”
Tyler jumped back five feet with a twitch of supernatural muscles, and his face started to twitch and stretch.  My hand was slipping under my shirt when suddenly a new voice yelled “Tyler!”
from almost next to me as Clary entered the room.
Tyler turned with a guilty cringe at her voice, then straightened.  “She pulled a fucking knife on me.”
“Of course, she did,” Clary said.  “You’re a werewolf.  She will always need silver to try to bring things to an even level.”
I turned my head to regard Dellwood’s sister.  That was an interesting way to phrase things.  Something was up with our resident wolves, and that realization made me snap my mouth shut before I could point out there were dozens of ways for Jetta to level the field.
“Jetta,” I said, keeping my voice calm.  “Rein it in,” I said, using our father’s favorite phrase.
She took two steps back, the knife disappearing under her baggy t-shirt into a horizontal sheath on her belt.  Then she turned, nodded to Clary, and caught up to Veronica, Sierra, and Alice. 
I noticed that Clary ignored her nod and clearly was ignoring me.  With some people, it’s best to clear the air immediately.  With werewolves, not so much.  It’s a fine edge to walk.  Confront too hard and you get violence, and lots of it.  Ignore insults and you get contempt and then, later, violence.  I kept my silence and turned away to follow the girls.
“That’s right, Sutton.  Run like you do best,” Tyler said.  I stopped and turned back to face the wolf.  Wolves—because Clary and the other two who had been hanging with Tyler now faced me as a united front.
“What’s up?” I asked, directing my words to Clary, tone calm and even.
She crossed her arms and leveled a cold gaze.  “You stir up the humans—your fellow humans—get one of us shot, and then take off across the planet like attention whores.  Why are you even here, Sutton?  You’re not even supernatural.”
“Ouch.  I’m sorry Colin was shot, but I didn’t do it,” I said.  “And we’ve been here since the start.”
“Because Chris Gordon felt sorry for you,” Darla said.
“And you know that how?” I asked her, still keeping my cool.
“Everyone knows it, Mack,” she said.  “You and your sister are basically the school mascots, nothing else.”  Her eyes flicked left, quick as sin, but I caught it.  Across the room, watching the drama over the top of a book, was the only current male witch in the school, Mason Conboy.
“So.  You’re saying Jet and I don’t belong here?  We’ve worn out our welcome despite being here from the very beginning before basically any of you?  No more special hunts or special witch classes, right, Mason?”
“You don’t teach anything, Sutton.  You’re not a witch,” Tyler said.
“Is that right, Mason?  I don’t have anything to do with Declan’s classes?” I asked. 
“Leave me out of this, Mack,” the Water witch said, frowning.  His eyes looked nervous though.
“Sure, sure.  Listen, maybe you’re all right.  Maybe Jet and I should pull out of Arcane.  Pack up our Wytchwar stuff and cancel Declan’s classes.”
“Someone else could teach them,” Mason said, putting his book all the way down.
“Sure… hell, you could do it.  In fact, why don’t I tell the witches you’re taking over.”
“You’re being a dick, Mack,” Clary said, frowning at me with hard eyes.  “Leave the kid alone.”
“Oh, I’m the dick?  Right,” I said, turning my back and heading for the stairs.  It was a calculated move.  Turning your back to a predator invites a response, unless you are clearly out of range.  I was probably still within her range if Clary decided to attack.  My hand went under my shirt, touching the amulet that would activate my personal body shield, but no attack came as I entered the stairwell.
“You surmise that Mason Conboy is behind this undercurrent of discontent?” Omega’s voice said in my ear.  Which was surprising because I didn’t have any ear pods in.  I did have my new bracelet on my wrist still.
“You tapping a nerve or something?” I asked.
“Yes.  The most recent upgrades to my nano project allow me to access auditory and ocular nerves in addition to haptic contact.”
“Ah.  Cool.  And to answer your question, yes, I think he’s the source.  He’s always been a government plant, so he may be acting on the orders of his handler, or he may just want to sow discord.”
“I concur.  Body language supports that theory.  He has had several visits from his Oracle sponsor within the last week or so.”
“Why?  Why attack Jet and me?”
“The world just watched your ex-roommate disassemble a Russian warship and repurpose it in under ten minutes.”
“Oh, so destabilize us, perhaps isolate us, then approach to seek leverage or influence?” I asked as I climbed to the second floor.
“Basic social engineering.”
“I’ll need to warn Jetta and the others.”
“I just did.  I replayed your confrontation for them.  They are in Jetta and Sierra’s room.”
I dropped my bookbag in my room, then headed to Jetta’s room, noticing every glance and whispered conversation in the halls as I passed.
“In two days, they’ve managed to turn the entire school against us?” Veronica asked.
“Most likely against Jet and me,” I said.  “Witches clearly belong here.”
“Wait,” Alice said.  “If they drove you away, who would present the advanced magic techniques material?”
I didn’t respond, but the answer was clear, at least in my mind.  Veronica looked at me, then Jetta, then spoke what I was thinking.  “No one.  It works because Mack has been involved with Declan’s classes from the beginning.”
“And the witches don’t see that?” Alice asked, frowning. 
“We only know that the wolves are disgruntled with us,” Jetta said.
“Right.  You and I will have to test those waters,” Veronica said to Alice.
“Looking at it from the wolves’ point of view, I can see it,” I said.  “The hunts, me meeting with people from all over the world, jumping to Europe with Declan a couple of times.  Colin in a coma.  It looks a lot like grandstanding.”
“Sure, if you twist it all up,” Veronica said.  “Anything can be spun to look bad.  The opposite way is to say you’ve both been here from the start, you have supported Declan at every level since you’ve known him, you provide a way for us to continue to learn what no one else anywhere knows even though you can’t personally use it, and you drop everything when he asks for help.”
“Yeah, I like your way better,” Jetta said.
“I’m going to go to my room and check in with Tersa and some of the others,” Veronica said, holding out a hand so I could pull her up from the bean bag she was lounging in.  “Let’s meet for an early dinner.”
“I’ll do the same as well, as check in with my little sister and her crew,” Alice said.
Three hours later, I entered the dining room, spotting my group at a table on the far side of the room.  People at three other tables, a mix of witches, psy kids, and weres, all stared at me as I walked in.
“Seems tense,” I said as I settled at the table between Veronica and Sierra.  Alice was across from me, her little sister, Elise, sitting between her and Jetta.  Tersa sat on Veronica’s other side.
“There’s been a lot of shit sown,” Alice said, glancing at her sister. 
Elise licked her lips nervously, nodding.  “It’s all through my year and many of the psychics and like most of the wolves,” the younger Morloft said.
“The original witches have pretty much ignored it, but some of the newer admissions are gossiping,” Veronica said.  “Tersa’s been grilled nonstop.”
I looked at Ronnie’s roommate, who seemed to be keeping her expressions under tight control.  After a moment, she locked eyes with me and spoke.  “There’s discussion about your lack of supernatural ability,” she admitted carefully. 
Veronica snorted.  “Idiots.  It’s so obvious.”
“You say it is, but personally, I don’t really see it,” Tersa said, focusing her gaze on her roommate.
“Has any other student in Arcane been interviewed and tested by one of the Coven Elders?” Veronica asked.  “You know why they do that, right?”
“Mausya did it to get Mack to start talking to diplomats,” Jetta said.
“Of course, that’s what she said,” Veronica replied.  “But they also covet special abilities.”
“No, she wouldn’t Change us.  She said that she shudders to think what becoming a vampire would do to our luck,” I said.
“Hmm, does anything make a millennia-old vampire shudder?” Veronica asked.
“Anyway… we’ll need to figure out how to respond to this attack,” I said.
“Attack?  People decide they don’t like you and you think it’s an attack?” Tersa said.
“People already either like or dislike us,” I responded, “but this is social engineering.  Spreading gossip to push the ones who don’t like us over the line and make the ones who are okay with us pause.  We’ll need to do something about it.”
We didn’t, though.  Gina did.  We had seminar that night, which I had forgotten, being all mixed up with instant travel over a half dozen time zones.  And there had been homework we had all missed, the last few days setting us back in all of our classes.
“So… did everyone read the article?” Gina asked an hour after our dinner was finished.
The five of us shook our heads as the rest of the school, and it was the entire school, nodded, spoke yes, or did both.
“And you gallivanting bunch are behind in all your studies,” Gina said.  “Did you learn anything in your adventures?  Sierra?”
The shyest werewolf I knew paused for a bit, cleared her throat, and spoke up.
“I learned that a mixed group of Arcane students can solve crimes the cops can’t.”
Gina nodded and turned to Alice.  “And you?”
“I came back with a hack that lets me borrow at least some energy from a source I can’t usually use.  It’s an Irish technique that Ashling used as a child.  And I can teach it to others.”
“A shortcut?” Gina asked her, eyebrows lifted.
“Of sorts,” Alice said.  “It will help me learn the full technique over time.  I already showed Veronica how to do it.”
Gina turned to Veronica.
“I learned to hear elementals—at least water elementals,” my favorite Water wielder said.
“And you, Jetta,” Gina said, moving her gaze to my sister.
“I learned that there is no risk too stupid for desperate people to take.”
Gina held up a single finger.  “We’ll come back to that.  Mack, what about you?”
“I had a talk with Omega about the Vorsook tech we were salvaging,” I said.  “Just a quick chat while I was sliding around on the back of Veronica’s elemental friend.  Turns out that virtually every piece of alien tech is made from nano machines that would eat any computer but Omega for breakfast.”
“Ah, which is why Omega and Declan won’t let anyone salvage but themselves—any salvaged item would take over,” Gina said.  “That explains a whole lot of things.  And here I was hoping you knew why Declan turned a Russian destroyer into space-based kinetic energy weapons?”
“Really?  That’s what you think he did?” I asked, which surprised her.  “Why would he even need such a thing?”
“Okay, color me intrigued,” Gina said, her expression inviting me to go on.
“You’re half right,” I said.  “There is a whole lot of kinetic energy stored up there.  I mean, four balls of two thousand tons each falling to earth.”
“He fucking stored power in orbit?” Tami said, the first to interrupt Gina’s interrogation.
“Did you think he would bombard the very earth he is sworn to protect?” I asked.
“Why park one over Moscow?” Erika asked.
“Why not?” I said with a shrug.  “Big country, sure to draw Vorsook attacks.  Why not have some extra power on tap?  Plus, if it keeps the Kremlin in line, then cool, right?”
“Wait. I don’t get it,” Dellwood said.  “How?
“He drops two thousand tons and then takes the energy it generates as it falls,” Britta said.  “Huge energy.”
“Oh.  That sneaky little Deckling,” Dellwood said in an admiring tone.
“So, you lot take off from school to find a lost kid, close down a human trafficking ring, and then gallivant to France?” Gina asked, her tone mild.
“We didn’t know what we were going to be doing,” I answered.  “He said he needed help, so we dropped everything and went.”
“What were you doing?” Erika asked.
“Recovering salvaged Vorsook tech that was trapped in the skin folds of a giant water elemental,” Jetta said.
“In three thousand feet of water.  At night,” Veronica added.
“With great white sharks acting as guide rails in case we slipped off into the sea,” Jetta finished.
“Slipped?” Clary asked, looking at Jetta but not meeting my gaze.
“Giant slip and slide, basically,” Jetta said.  “Mack slipped off once but kicked off a big shark before he could slide into the water.”
“Then the Russians sent a dolphin with a bomb on its back,” Veronica added.
“Two dolphins,” Jetta said.  “Two bombs.”
“Yeah, two,” Veronica said.
“Plus, they tried to drop a missile on us,” Alice pointed out. “And shot at us.”
“Which segues us back to Jetta’s observation that desperate people get stupid,” Gina said.  She held up her left hand and started to tick off fingers.  “One, fossil fuels are essentially gone.  Two, food and medicine are in low supply and high demand.  Three, an alien race would like to take over our home and use our skulls for ashtrays.  Four, a self-aware, quantum supercomputer owns the world’s computing power and advanced weaponry.  Five, a young American male is wielding the entire power of Mother Earth.”
“All of which is making the Russians desperate,” Paige said.
“Actually, making every nation desperate, including this one,” Gina said.  “It has come to my attention that rumors are circulating this school to the effect that Mack and Jetta are fame hungry and non-supernatural and thus don’t belong here.  Why?”
The big auditorium was silent.  “Come on.  Speak up.  I’ve heard all the gossip; now I want to know the logic behind these conclusions.”
“They’re just normal humans,” Darla said.  “Neither psychic, nor witch, nor were.”
“Yet you can’t catch poor little human Mack, can you?” Gina asked.
“Because he cheats,” Tyler said.
“Really?  He fails to follow the rules of the contest?” Gina pressed.
“The rules aren’t fair,” Tyler said. 
“Fair?” Gina said.  “You’re a freaking werewolf—stronger, faster, night vision, super senses of hearing and smell, able to change shape.  He does none of those things.  Maybe, Tyler, you would like him tied to a tree like his parents were?”
“Whoa, Gina,” Dellwood said.  “That’s unfair.”
“Is it, Dellwood?  Or did Tyler refer to the Suttons’ parents being killed and eaten by werewolves just a few hours ago?” Gina said.  “And make those comments right where school security could hear them?”
Dellwood’s massive head turned slowly toward Tyler, who had the brains to look down and not make eye contact.
“Mack and Jetta have been here since the school opened,” Gina continued.  “Mack is also a teaching assistant for a line of instruction that he actually understands despite not having an ounce of magical ability.  They consistently have high scores in Mr. Jenks’ survival class, despite their supposed limitations.  They should score high because they have more real-world survival experience than the rest of you and not on just this world, but Fairie as well.”
“They belong here, Gina, but you have to admit that they’re all over the place,” Zuzanna said.
“True.  Their attendance has been spotty of late, yet fully excusable, unless you think you could do as well to ground Declan.  Do you?”
Zuzanna’s expression went from mildly righteous to anxious almost instantly when Gina brought up her biological half-brother.  She shook her head but kept her mouth shut.
“Anyone else want to explain why the Suttons don’t belong?  Or even try to argue whether or not they are supernatural?  Because I think they are, Chris Gordon and Tatiana Demidova think so too, as do all three Elders of the Coven.  But hey, if you have a logical argument, I’d love to hear it.  Anyone?”
Nothing.  Silence.  “Okay, so let’s put that set of rumors aside and ask the real question.  Why?”
“Why what?” Erika asked.
“Why start a set of rumors like that?  Because someone did and on the face of it, the reasons escape me.”
“Because Declan tore apart a guided missile cruiser like taffy and made it into what the world thinks are weapons,” Veronica said.  “So, if you push the Suttons out of Arcane, maybe you could snap them up and use them as some kind of bargaining chip or leverage point.”
“That is an interesting theory, Veronica,” Gina said.  “One I would like to explore a bit more, but first let’s talk about the homework, because I think it has some bearing on things.”




Chapter 35

“Those of you who have not been hanging around the French Riviera were asked to read a recent article that purports to shed light on the current state of American societal dysfunction and how we got here.  The article was printed in The Atlantic and written by David Brooks.  Anyone care to summarize it?” Gina asked.
Oddly, it was Dellwood who spoke up.  “The author surmises that most Americans have grown up in a society that no longer trains its inhabitants on how to treat other people with simple consideration and respect.  That people feel fully justified in engaging in ongoing selfishness and have a severe moral deficiency.”
“Good.  Anyone else want to expound on Dellwood’s summary?”
“Mr.  Brooks contends that the formation of sound morals depends on three things,” Erika said.  “First, people have to be trained to restrain their inherent selfishness.  Second, they have to be taught basic skills of social interaction and ethics; and third, people need to find and have a purpose in life.  He states that the country was originally formed around numerous morally formative organizations that included regular attendance at church, and schools that expounded moral principles as part of their regular teachings.”
“Excellent, Erika.  Britta?  What else?” Gina prompted.
“There were lots of ancillary organizations like Boy and Girl Scouts, Sunday school, YMCA, fraternal organizations that served society, and countless nonprofit community-based organizations that reinforced these moral lessons and provided people with purposes that were greater than their own selves,” the other Boklund sister said.
“What happened?” Gina asked.
By this time, I had pulled up the article from a schoolwide email and was working my way through it while listening to my peers’ condensed versions.
I saw a hand down in front of me rise up.
“Elise?” Gina called to the hand’s owner.
“World War II and its aftermath resulted in a number of people beginning to question authority, tribalism, nationalism, and the pride of individual nations.  The idea of training morality into people was replaced by the idea that getting in touch with one’s inner self would naturally bring forth humanity’s inherent goodness.  Morality training fell by the wayside as we pursued self over community.  Education standards changed, corporate greed expanded, income inequality grew, social media happened along to inject selfishness with steroids, community organizational participation dropped, and the country’s demographics changed from largely white to more diversity.  The results have been the inability of our two-party political system to function, as well as a breakdown in societal behavior.”
“Concisely put, Elise.  Now where does this leave us, the inhabitants of this school?”
“Slightly apart,” one of the new psychic kids said.  “The witches were all raised with strict adherence to the doctrines of balance and the Threefold rule, the weres have very stringent guidelines for treating each other for obvious reasons, and Arcane itself has some pretty clear guidelines for behavior, not to mention your mandatory seminars.”
“Yes, Kevin, because most of you are inherently armed by nature and there is wisdom in the idea that an armed society should be a polite society,” Gina said.  “As your Circle and pack elders know, that politeness only comes with training.”
“Gina?” Clary asked almost as she raised her hand.  “I think the article was very good and perhaps the best analysis of our national dysfunction yet, but what does it have to do with Jetta and Mack?”
“Well, Clary, Veronica surmised that perhaps someone wished to push the Suttons into a vulnerable position.  I agree.  And I think it goes further.  The man who approached Mack on the street yet egressed the area with the speed and certainty of a trained operative, as well as the stealth sneak attack on Colin, seem like suspicious coincidences to me.”
It occurred to me that at least one person in the school would know what was going on, but when I scanned the rows of students in the auditorium, I couldn’t find Mason Conboy anywhere among them.
“You’re suggesting this is an orchestrated operation?” Dellwood asked, his voice a deep rumble.
“If it quacks, waddles, and swims in water, you should probably consider that it might be a duck,” Gina said. 
I noticed other people looking around at the audience, necks craning as they scanned faces.
Elise Morloft raised her hand again.  “I know where the rumors I heard started, Gina.”
“Yes, Elise, I do too.  There is one student missing tonight.  I excused him for family reasons.  It worked out well.”
“You’re talking about Mason?” Clary asked.
“Yes,” Gina responded.  “I am aware that there are organizations that have leverage over Mason’s family.  Omega has mitigated some of those pressures but not eliminated them.”
“The kid’s a plant?” Tyler asked.
“He is a male Water witch with particular communication skills involving water-based lifeforms.  He was admitted under his own abilities, but he was sponsored by Oracle, and his family are refugees living here in the States.”
“And what’s a few rumors spread, right?” Erika asked.  “I’ve certainly spread a few about Mack and my family wasn’t targeted.”  She turned and gave me smirk.  “Right, Manure?”
“True that,” I said, giving her the Cub Scout two-finger salute.
“So what do we do?” Darla asked.
“Mack?  Jetta?  What would you like to do?” Gina asked.
I glanced at my sister, and she nodded once, poker face in place. 
“I think Jet and I want to be hurt and pissed off, Gina,” I said amiably.  “Especially as the hateful remarks continue.  Maybe something will turn up—or someone?  However, I don’t want any other students getting hurt.  Colin clearly was considered collateral damage.”
Gina looked at me and then my sister and gave her own nod.  “That was going to be my advice as well.  How do you see things proceeding?  Especially with regard to keeping everyone safe?”
“Well, I think the student body has completely had it with watching over me at the shake shop.  In fact, I should maybe only visit said shop one more time before calling it due to complete dissatisfaction with our treatment here.  I should mope and project a certain amount of angst.”
“Gina, how far do we take this?” Veronica asked.
“I think the weres are over the Suttons, the new and younger witches are feeling pretty cool toward them, and even the older, original witches have dimmed in enthusiasm,” Gina answered.
“Hah.  As if we were ever enthusiastic,” Tami said, giving me a deadly stare—and a wink.
“But Veronica,” Gina started after raising a brow in Tami’s direction, “I don’t know as anyone who knows you would think you fickle enough to be driven away from the Suttons by some grousing.  Matthew, I should think that would be out of character for you as well.  But perhaps some snide comments thrown your ways when Mason is in earshot?”
“Gina, Ronnie and I could have a falling-out,” Tersa suggested.
“And I could attempt to distance myself by snarking about all the Suttons’ stuck-up behavior in France,” Alice Morloft added.
“Excellent suggestions.  Glad to see the school rallying around an important cause,” Gina said with a chuckle.
“Yeah.  Awesome, guys,” Jetta said with dripping sarcasm.
“What’s the end game here?” Dellwood asked.
“We need to get the interested parties to approach Mack and Jetta so we can identify our opponents and unmask their agenda,” Gina said.
“Roger that,” the massive wolf said with a nod.  Dellwood was one of the best tacticians to drive an avatar in Wytchwar, always thinking of his next steps.
“For our part, I’m likely to begin showing a distinct lack of school spirit in Portal class,” I said.
“Wait. No one said anything about skimping on that class,” Britta objected.  “And what about Power Transference?”
“Declan suggested to me that having Alice show you what Ashling taught her would be the next transference class anyway,” I said.  “I’ll cancel class, but Alice will declare she can teach it and Veronica can help, as I think she’s picked it up already.  As Alice said, it’s not the full deal, but it cuts a path for understanding.  As to Portals, it’s going to be all practical for the next few classes anyway.  I’ll just bitch and moan a bit.”
“But practice takes power?” Tami asked.
“And we just brought a buttload of fully charged Rowan wood batteries back from France.  The security team was making them while Jetta, Ronnie, and I were competing in the splash wars.  Dec charged them all up before he dropped us out front.”
“Enough for our class too?” Elise asked.
“Yes, but only if you all give me unnecessary grief and disrespect in class,” I said.
“Can do,” one of her friends said with a smirk.
“How about you, Jetta?” Gina asked.
“Me?  Well, I’m thinking of being a terrible pain in the ass in Survival class,” my sister said.  “You know, acting out from my undeserved treatment.  After all, everyone knows it’s Mack who is the problem.”
“Wow,” I said.  “I’m touched by this level of enthusiasm from virtually everybody.”
“Everybody but me,” Veronica said.  “You saved my little sister’s life.”
“Good point, Veronica,” Gina said.  “Now, let’s not get carried away with this.  Overdoing it will cause suspicion, too, not to mention perhaps causing real damage.  Snark, but snark carefully.  With luck, we’ll get a response fast.”
“In fact, for those of you who favor games of chance, the betting pool for when this approach happens will be open by this evening,” Matthew said.  “Five bucks to enter, half day squares, unlimited betters per square with commensurate dilution of the winnings.”
“Outside time limit?” Paige asked.
“Three weeks?” Matthew suggested.
“I say Friday by afternoon,” Dellwood called out, which resulted in a chorus of voices calling for days and times.
It turned out that the big Alpha wolf was almost right on the money, as Friday morning, after days of moping, tense exchanges with fellow students, and some serious social snubbing, Jetta and I got called to Gina’s office.
She closed her door, then raised a brow.  “I’ve been asked to introduce you to someone from the State Department.  Her name is Mira Wright, and she is, as I understand it, a career diplomat—a high-level one.”
“You think this is it?” Jetta asked hopefully.  The school had, despite Gina’s admonition, been a bit too enthusiastic in their efforts.
“She’s in the small conference room.  Be careful.  This lady is very sharp and very disarming.  If you need a rescue, I imagine Omega can alert me.”
“Absolutely,” her desk phone said.
“You both okay with this?” she asked us.
We exchanged our Suttons-against-the-world team glance, and both nodded at the same time.
“No maiming!” Gina cautioned, holding up a finger.
“Who?  Us?” Jetta asked, suddenly shy and uncertain. 
Gina’s eyes narrowed at the act.  “Don’t overdo it.  This lady is a shark.  She arrived unannounced and that wouldn’t normally fly, but we’ve been looking for something, so… there we go.  However, it didn’t leave me much time to look into her except that she is highly placed in the State Department.”
“Mira Wright has over twenty years of experience and is considered one of the best troubleshooters,” Omega said.  “Gina’s caution is warranted.”
“Duly noted,” I said.
We followed Gina to the conference room, and she gave us an introduction, then left us to it.
Mira Wright was middle-aged, with brown hair and a pair of hazel eyes that radiated intelligence.  She smiled brightly as we sat down across from her.  Her ethnicity was not obvious.  She had a combination of European and Middle Eastern features, her skin tone soft olive.
“The famous Suttons, in person,” she said, her tone almost excited.  Oddly, I didn’t think it was an act.
“Minor celebrity status at best, ma’am,” Jetta said.
“Ah, but that depends on the audience, Miss Sutton,” Mira said.  “Among diplomatic types, you rank quite high.”
“It’s just Jetta,” my sister said.
“And may I call you Mack?”
“Sure, Mira, why not?  What can we do for the US State Department?”
“So accommodating,” she said.  “The Secretary of State employs me as sort of a special situations type of diplomat.”
“A fixer?” I asked.
She actually laughed.  “No, the secretary realized that fixers would just make a mess of this.  See, our country has a major problem.  Hell, the whole world has a major problem.”
“I would say several, including Hell,” Jetta said.
Mira blinked.  “Interesting.  I might ask you about that comment in a moment, Jetta, but first let me explain.  Declan O’Carroll.  I know you understand some of the issues because you, Mack, have made yourself available to various factions to open a conduit to Mr. O’Carroll.  But see, here’s the thing: The United States is accustomed to occupying a particular position in world affairs and suddenly… well, it no longer has the same spot, shall we say.”
“No nukes, no oil or gas, no real control over computing systems, facing the literal wrath of Earth and also alien attack,” Jetta summarized.  “And Hell waiting in the wings.”
“Yes, all of that.  And on top of it, the most powerful individual in the world is not the leader of the US, but a young US citizen who wields incomprehensible power.”
“That US citizen thing probably sticks in the secretary’s craw, right?” I suggested.
“Oh, more than just his,” Mira agreed.  “Not to mention all the murders of US officials and citizens.”
“Yeah, we’ve been discussing some of that in my Poly Sci class,” I said.
“I saw the video of one of your other classes,” Mira said.  “I was shocked that the university hasn’t brought you in on any number of courses, lectures, or discussions.  Seems almost negligent as educators.”
I shrugged.  “I still learning the academic stuff, so other than firsthand experience, what could I offer?”
She laughed and shook a finger at me.  “You know damn well just how valuable that experience is.  When my fellow diplomats heard I was coming here, they offered me condolences.”
“Why?” Jetta asked.
“Diplomacy, on a global level, is often a delicate dance, a weaving of leverage and enticement to reach desired goals.  The issue with your powerful friend is that there doesn’t seem to be any leverage to work with.  Normally when we approach an individual citizen who possesses knowledge that is deemed vital to the nation, we come at them from a place of power, or at least our so-called fixers do. 
“We look at their relationships, finances, and legal status for weakness.  Your friend murdered over a hundred people and admitted it in court.  Yet there is nothing to be done about it.  Justice cannot be brought at this time, due to his position and power.  So what about approaching through friends and relatives?  Well, his aunts and male mentor are travelling with him and unapproachable.  But his werewolf security team all have relatives.”
“Oh God, you didn’t go near Lisa Reynolds, did you?” Jetta asked, hand covering her mouth. 
Mira smiled ever so slightly.  “I did not, nor would I have.  But the first people assigned to the issue approached that individual as well as the parents of the other two female werewolves.”
“Where did they end up?” I asked.
“Excuse me?” she asked, surprised.
“If official Men In Black types came at Holly and Kristin’s parents and certainly Lisa, Declan would instantly react,” I said.  “My guess is he would take said individuals and put them somewhere else just to send a message.”
She leaned back, her bright eyes appraising.  “There were six people involved in the simultaneous approach.  After contact with their assigned relatives, all six went to bed either in their hotel rooms or their actual homes and all six woke up somewhere else in the world.  One was in Bora Bora, another in Budapest, the rest in Greenland, New Zealand, China, and Vietnam.”
“Who got Bora Bora? That seems almost nice?” Jetta asked.
“Um, one of the team that visited Kristin’s parents in Iceland,” Mira said.  “She was, by all accounts, somewhat sympathetic, as opposed to her partner, who ended up in Vietnam.  None of them have actually made it back to the US yet, what with energy restrictions.  They’re working out of various consulates and embassies.”
We both just nodded.
“You either know him very well or were informed of this development,” she noted.
“No one mentioned it.  It’s just very Declan,” I said.  “It’s all well and good to call him a murderer, but I don’t think anyone who doesn’t know him can understand.”
“Which is why I am here now, with you two.”
“To apply leverage?” Jetta asked.  “Let me guess… Mack exposed me to excessive danger, in France, and his legal guardianship is under review?”
“That was proposed,” Mira said.  “And instantly shot down.”
“Because I’ve only got six months till I’m eighteen?” Jetta asked.
“Well, normally, a fixer would just point out how much damage could occur in six months of foster care,” Mira said.
I snorted.  “First, no foster home could hold her.  Second, I would just go get her and if necessary, we’d head to Fairie till she was old enough.  Ashley Moore would give us sanctuary among the dragons.  But Declan wouldn’t allow anyone to do anything to Jetta anyway.”
“Nor would I, Mack,” Omega said through the speaker phone in the center of the meeting table.
Mira’s eyes jumped to the phone, then lifted to each of us.
“You would just head to Fairie?” she asked, brows up.
“Yes.”
“There is only one portal to Fairie, and it is heavily guarded,” she pointed out.
“One open portal,” I said.
“Which raises a question,” Jetta said, catching Mira’s attention.  “Why are those diplomat agents still thousands of miles from home?”
“I explained—energy restrictions,” Mira said, giving my sister a look like she might be slow.
“Sure, but what about portals?” Jetta asked.
“You say that like they’re everywhere,” Mira said, looking slightly exasperated.
Jetta turned to me, her own expression perhaps wondering if Mira was the slow one.
“Mira, you’re sitting in a school full of witches,” I said.  “Witches that are being trained to open portals.”
“Trained being the operative word,” she replied.  “Not to mention that witches are not held in a trustworthy regard at the moment.”
“Right. One witch goes rogue, so brand them all as useless,” I said.  “Witch hunts coming next?”
She froze, as if she was consciously stopping herself from movement.  “No inquisition, Mack, but you both have to admit that they are a fickle group.  I understand you two are having your own difficulties with witches… and weres.”
That was more direct than I had imagined.
“Say what?” I asked.
“Surely you can’t be surprised that you are both closely watched?” Mira said.  “We understand that as supernatural outsiders, you are the victims of some discrimination… perhaps even bullying?”
The security people were all Oracle and had been witnesses to our schoolwide production of Cold Shoulder—Arcane style.  Apparently, they’d been reporting regularly.
“Things have been a bit negative,” I admitted.
Jetta scoffed.  “Come on, Mack. You teach for Declan and those bitches still hate you.  They’re all just jealous.”
“Human nature, Jetta,” Mira said.  “You are both close to the resource they covet.”
“You didn’t come here to Arcane to talk to us about pranks and gossip,” I said.  “What is it that the State Department wants?”
“Very direct,” she noted.  “Okay, I can work with that.  We need to approach Mr. O’Carroll on behalf of the nation.  This energy crisis has created supply chain problems across the country.  Serious shortages of vital medications, essential foods, strategic materials.”
“Mira, before you ask, he can’t free up any oil, gas, or coal.  He’s locked out of that.”
“But he does have control of alien power-generating technology,” she countered.
“He and Omega.  They’re recovering it and dispersing it as fast as possible,” I said.
“With much of it going to other nations,” Mira said.
“Well, the biggest power plants were provided to the US first, followed by the other nations,” I said.
“Yes, we have kept our nation’s energy grid functional, but it’s the small things too.  Those very bits of salvage that you two helped recover in the Mediterranean.  Many of those could power trains and tractor trailers, yet they are going to foreign nations instead of here at home.”
“He’s working for everyone, Mira,” I said.  “I know for a fact that they are supplying units and conversions for many of this country’s train lines.  It just takes time.  Everything we pulled from the Med was being refurbished almost as soon as it hit that salvage platform.”
“Yet still people are going without insulin,” she said sadly.
“So just ask Omega,” I said.
“I bet they did, Mack, but he wasn’t sympathetic,” Jetta said.  “They want us to plead their case.”
“There’s only so much tech so fast,” I pointed out.
“Yet he can find the time to move six diplomats thousands of miles.”
“So, what? You want him to work all day on technology recovery and crop growth, then spend his nights ferrying shipments of stuff around the country?” I asked.  “He’s just one guy.”
“Some things are vital to saving lives,” she said.
“You have a list of what you’re asking for?”
“I have some examples of urgently needed shipments,” she said.  “Mostly medicine.”
She produced a manila folder from a leather bag, sliding it across the table to me.  I opened it to find a printed list of locations with various high value medicines and some valuable industrial metals like lithium with destinations alongside them.
“The pages behind that list show pictures and coordinates of both pickup and delivery sites.  I understand he’ll need that.”
“Yeah,” I said.  “Listen, I can’t promise anything, but we can look into this.  But we’re also facing a lot of internal pressure and a violent presence in Burlington.”
“We, in turn, will ask Vermont for more investigative help, as well as direct local federal agencies to find this group of fanatics.  And we can move you out of Arcane any time things get too strained.”
“What about Colin?” Jetta asked.  “Is he getting the best medical care?”
“Of course, dear,” Mira said.  I crossed my index and middle fingers on my left hand where Jetta could see them.  It was a Sutton sibling signal for liar, based on the kid who holds crossed fingers behind their back when they tell a white lie.  Mama Sutton put an end to our crossed fingers escapades with a bar of soap, but it was still useful these days.
“Well, it was nice to meet you.  I have class in a few minutes and Jetta has to get to a study group.”
“Here is my card, you two.  Please reach out, either of you, when you’ve heard anything.”
“Absolutely,” I said.
We left and as soon as we were away from the conference room, Jetta turned to me.  “We’re really going to bug Declan about this stuff?”
“No.  We’re going to move it ourselves.  The Portal class needs practice, after all,” I said.  “And we’re going to inspect each lot because my bullshit radar is going off big time.”
“You think that list is phony?”
“No, but I highly doubt the power elite would lose an opportunity to move other stuff too.”
“Oh,” she said, eyes wide.  “Like stuff for them?”
“Everyone is facing shortages, but the people at the top aren’t used to going without.”
“You’re saying they put a kid in the hospital just to get a shipment of toilet paper?”
“That may be a gross oversimplification, but I think it might be along those lines.  Who knows… I could be way off and this is purely humanitarian.”
I didn’t think I was wrong though. 




Chapter 36

“You think it’s some kind of ploy?” Gina asked.
I had, of course, lied about my class and Jetta’s study group.  We waited till we knew Mira Wright had left Arcane before heading to Gina’s office.
“I do,” I said with conviction.  “I just don’t know what or how.”
“What do you think, Jetta?” Gina asked.
“I thought she was lying even before Mack indicated he thought so too.  And did you look at that list of things to have Declan move?”
Gina spun the list around in front of her and looked down at it.  “What raises your hackles?” she asked.
“It’s too small,” I said.  “A pallet of insulin, a pallet of cancer meds and heart disease medicine, ten pallets of baby formula, and on and on.  Shouldn’t it have really large amounts of stuff?”
“I think she was asking me, Mack,” Jetta said, irked.
“Sorry, sis.”
“This does seem underwhelming,” Gina agreed.
“So what is it they really want moved?” I asked.
“I’m guessing you already asked Omega?”
“Multiple organizations, including many government agencies, have become increasingly secretive and technology adverse, Gina,” her desk phone said.  “All of these shipments were packed in warehouses that I did not have means to surveil.”
“Humans are, after all, adaptable,” Gina noted.  “I’m guessing you’re not going to bring this to Declan.”
“Like he needs this,” Jetta said.
“Right. Plus, why didn’t they ask the witches here to move this stuff?” I asked.
“The word I’m hearing among my Oracle contacts is that witches have become untrustworthy since Mother Earth made her appearance,” Gina said.
I shook my head.  “Makes no sense.  Declan is clearly, based upon crimes committed, much less trustworthy to heads of state, yet they want him to get a load of baby formula to DC?”
“So what do you propose?”
I glanced at Jetta, who was using the edge of a small knife to smooth a tattered fingernail.  She looked up at me and nodded.
“We think we should handle this list ourselves.”
“Hmm, go on,” Gina said, leaning forward, eyes bright.
“Portal class needs to build some portals, and we have lots of batteries to spend,” I said.  “If we can get the coordinates to these locations, we open portals, send a few weres to pick up the pallets, bring them here and investigate.  Then we rewrap and deliver.”
“What’s the objective?” Gina asked.  It seemed obvious but it was a standard Gina question, one designed to make the recipient think things through.
“One, see what they’re doing,” Jetta said.  “Two, exercise our witches’ skills and our weres’ muscles.”
“And third, if it goes well, create a school nonprofit that moves vital goods for the benefit of people,” I said.
She sat back, perhaps, maybe, mildly impressed.  “I didn’t see that last one coming,” she admitted.  “I agree with your first two, but let’s dip into number three.”
“Mack and I both were a little offended that no one from the government came to Arcane to get vital supplies moved by the students,” Jetta said.  “Declan has way too many worries and burdens to be moving baby formula across state lines, but people still need that stuff, so why not the students here?”
“You mean witches?”
“Witches, weres, and, well, everyone who wants to help out,” Jetta said.
“The colleges and university all have student-run nonprofits to benefit various causes.  Why not Arcane too?” I asked. “UVM has the FeelGood club that sells gourmet sandwiches and donates the profits.”
Her lips thinned into a straight line as she thought about it.  “How do you both see this working?”
I looked at Jetta and she waved for me to go on.  “Well, we move this list of stuff, first to here, check it, Omega tags it, and then we send it to the designated locations.  If that works, then we talk to the school.  Find out what everyone’s families really need.  Not just want but need.  We take orders, so to speak.  Next, we contact suppliers and find out if they are interested in having us facilitate transport and sale of their goods, at least of the family stuff.  Among all the companies in the US, we should find some willing to sell.  If that all works, then we expand.  We find areas with the greatest needs, suppliers with the most stuff, and match them.”
“What about payment for all this?” Gina asked.
“Omega said he would facilitate payment as well as inventory, orders, and accounting,” Jetta said.
“Hmm.  I like it, but with one difference:  We talk to the whole school first before moving Wright’s list,” Gina said.
So we did just that, immediately after dinner.
Gina laid out the discussion with the State Department, asked Jetta to summarize our conversation, then asked me to explain our suspicions. 
“You think they shot Colin so they could end up getting you to get Deck Loony to move a bunch of insulin?” Dellwood asked, voice deeper than normal.  Oh boy. 
“I think if we take those pallets apart, there might be contraband inside—stuff that rich people want but haven’t been able to get.  I also think they’re going to sell the insulin and heart drugs at ridiculous prices.  Just a guess.  And yes, they were willing to kill Colin because we’re not really people in their eyes.”
“Well, not us, but you and Jetta are normal.  You’re not witches or weres,” Dellwood said.
“That’s not true at all.” Elise Morloft spoke up.  She was a confident one.
“What are you rambling about, Elise?” her sister Alice asked.
“The Suttons are too witches,” Elise said.  “Witches are people who practice witchcraft.  They not only practice it, they teach it too.”
“Only by the loosest definition,” Alice said.  “I mean, yeah, like hedge witches and such.”
“Hedge witches?” I asked.  “That’s the second time I’ve heard that term.”
“It’s what we call all the practitioners who go through the motions but don’t have the juice—or much juice,” Alice said.
“It’s Circle slang,” Veronica said, giving Alice a hard glare.  “My mom would slap the shit out of any of our people who used it.  There are lots of witches who have very little power but still achieve both results and formulate new spells.”
“But a Circle is just a dozen witches?” I asked.
“Not really,” Jetta said.  “That’s the ones that you know—the best of the best.  But every real Circle has lots of lesser-ranked practitioners who follow the Circle’s lead.”
“I never knew that.  In all this time, why did I never know that?” I asked.
“’Cause you jumped to the tip of the peak, Macky,” Erika said.  “Every witch at this school is cream of the crop, the one percent of witches.  Not to mention that you roomed with a true freak of witchcraft, the point-bazillion-zeros and a one.  Why would you know what the other ninety-nine percent looks like?  But Elise is right.  You both are witches in the strictest definition.”
“If we’re done measuring our witchy wands, can we get back to this supply chain thing?” Dellwood asked.
“Good point.  Mack, you want to explain the rest?” Gina said.
It took forty minutes and roughly nine thousand questions, but the end result was a unanimous decision by the student body to move forward.  The Portal class would find coordinates, open portals, and the weres plus a few of the telekinetic kids would move the stuff here.  Another team would carefully open the packaging and check the contents, document everything with Omega’s help, and then send it on its way.  With one addition. 
“Humans have adapted to my abilities rather well,” Omega explained, standing in avatar form.  “They have even found ways to detect my own drones, specifically, the quantum particles and energies that my drones emit.  It’s been fascinating.  Very slow though.  I already adapted my drones to shift to different emissions.  I also created a set of devices that act rather like RFID units.  They only react when scanned by one of my drones.  I call them QFIDs—Quantum frequency identification devices.  You will spray them on all the goods and I’ll track where they go.”
“You agree with the wonder twins here?” Dellwood asked, waving a hand at Jetta and me. 
“We’re not twins,” Jetta protested.  “I’m not old like Mack.”
“Yes,” Omega said.  “There is no solid evidence to link all of this together, just supposition and theory, yet I find said suppositions to be logical.”
“When do we do this?” Dellwood asked.
“How about now?” I suggested.
More than half the students had studies or homework to complete, but we only needed a handful.
Veronica, Erika, Paige, Alice, and Tersa on the witch side of things, and Dellwood, his sister, Taylor, and Matthew on the wolf side, along with Sierra.  One of the younger psychics, a psychometric kid named Cal, also volunteered, which would be super helpful.  We headed to the basement, setting up shop about twenty feet from our Wytchwar game course.
First, we needed to figure out the coordinates, but Omega helped by cross analyzing a thousand or so pieces of visible information from each of the photos.  Pallet markings, machinery, building structure, packaging information for each product, and so on.
“Once I have a general area, it is a matter of locating those facilities that I do not have the ability to monitor,” he explained.
“The blank spots stand out,” Jetta said.
“Exactly.  Then I send units to scan the outsides and infiltrate the interiors.”
“Great.  How long will all that take?” Clary asked.
“Oh, I’m already done.  I started as soon as Mira Wright gave Mack and Jetta the list.”
“Of course you did,” Alice said.  “Okay, Macky Boy, how do we set up the portal?”
“I’m going to do the first one, so watch, because you all will be doing the rest,” I said.
Omega gave me the coordinates in longitude and latitude, and I converted that string of numbers to elven runes inside the descriptor field of the portal diagram I had already laid out.
The witches watched closely as I put one of the new batteries in its own side circle and then connected the portal circle to the power circle.  A ten-foot diameter flat mirror circle formed in midair six feet to the side of the spell array, the bottom edge six inches off the ground.
“Right.  We good?” Dellwood asked.
“Clear,” I said.
He and Matthew stepped through the mirror without so much as a ripple.  The seconds ticked by and when I reached a count of ten in my head, Omega spoke up.  “They’re coming through now,” which reminded me that he had drones observing the warehouse.
Sure enough, a rough wooden frame edged through the mirror, rapidly proving to be a wood pallet loaded with insulated boxes of what was listed as insulin.
The two weres stepped through, each holding a side.  They set the bulky load down, stepping away to let Cal touch the boxes.
“Insulin,” he said, of the top boxes, patting three or four in rapid succession.  Working his way down the side, he suddenly stopped at one six layers down.  “All insulin on the outside, but something touching this box here on the inside is different.”
Jetta stepped forward with a utility knife sporting a brand new blade and carefully cut away the plastic cling material that wrapped up the whole pallet load.
Sierra’s small but wolf-hard hands pushed in between the cardboard sides of the box in question and the ones on either side.  Then with superhuman strength, she cleanly pulled the box from its position.  Paige shined a powerful LED flashlight into the opening as she and Jetta leaned in close.  They exchanged a sudden, surprised look, then Paige made a pulling motion with her empty hand and another box slid into view.
Gina stepped up beside me to see better as the girls backed away from the box that Paige had hovering in midair.
“Viagra?” Clary said, reading out the word we were all seeing.
“Open it all up,” Gina said, her tone ice cold.
Eight minutes later, we were all staring at twenty boxes of erectile dysfunction medication that had been surrounded by several hundred boxes of insulin.
“Photographs?” Veronica asked.
“Unnecessary,” Omega said.  “I am recording everything from seven directions.  We should, however, open a box and verify the contents are, in fact, ED medication.”
We did and one of his small drones scanned a single blue pill.  “Yes.  It is sildenafil.”
“Let’s spray that QFID aerosol on everything, repack, and send it on its way,” I said.  “We have like ten more to do.”
It took us till almost midnight, but we got through every load of epi pens, cancer meds, heart medication, diabetes meds, specialized baby formula, and human blood plasma. 
Every load had some hitchhikers: ED meds, diazepam and related drugs, and a whole host of pain meds.  We found humidors of Cuban cigars, a case of ridiculously expensive Pappy Van Winkle bourbon, a packet of exquisitely cut diamonds, all over four carats and ready to mount, various bottles of wine that Omega identified as extremely rare vintages, and a dozen bottles of Absolut Black Crystal vodka.
“They set us up, and put Colin in the hospital for smuggled booze and boner drugs?” Dellwood said, staring at the final list that Omega was projecting on a holographic display.
“Yes, at least in part,” Omega said.  “I will track the dispersal of the actual products to see if Mack’s other guess is correct vis-à-vis the gouging of prices.  My own theory is that some of these health meds will be awarded to loyal employees of the people who engineered this.”
“So what are we going to do about it?” Dellwood asked the group, but he was looking at me when he did.
“Oh, we’re going to fuck them up,” I said.  “I don’t know how—yet—but we will.”
But I did have some other ideas, thoughts that occurred when I thought of Colin in the hospital with silver in his brain.  Stuff that maybe Declan could make work.




Chapter 37

“So… hedge witch?” I asked as we walked back down the hill from the university hospital.  Veronica was in a good mood, so I figured it would be a good time to delve further.
“What?  You?” she asked, surprised. 
“Well, only by the barest definition,” I said.  “I just wondered if you were in trouble for hanging out with me?”
She stopped dead in her tracks, turning to pin me with those dark eyes.  “What are you talking about?  Why would I be in trouble, and with who?”
“Well, ah, hanging out with a nonwitch can’t go over well with like your Circle or your parents, right?”
Her hands went to her hips, her eyes narrowing.  “What kind of bullshit is that?  You think my mom would be upset that I was dating the boy who saved her other daughter from death?”
“Well, maybe.”
“Maybe?” she asked, brows up, voice rising slightly.  Her right index finger poked my chest hard.
“Ow,” I said, surprised by her sudden fierceness.
“I came here to learn how to save Brianna.  You took care of that week one.  My Circle sent me to learn advanced techniques, and not only have I learned portals from you, and a shortcut to energy theft, but I’ve spoken to elementals, learned more about magic adaptability than my whole life before this, and learned how to actually work magic on saltwater.  Not to mention what I just witnessed and learned.  My Circle is ecstatic and my parents think you don’t walk on water; you float a foot over it!”
“Oh,” I said, being a master communicator and all.
“Where did that come from?” she asked, still not walking.
I shrugged.  “Just checking in.  I wasn’t questioning how you felt, just if you were catching any grief because of me.”
She snorted and turned forward again, signaling that we could walk some more.  “My parents want me to bring you home for a visit,” she said, her tone suddenly casual.
“What?”  This time, I was the one to stop.
“Almost from the moment you cured Brianna.  I didn’t want to scare you off.”
“Um, I didn’t cure her.  Chris’s blood did, and second, I don’t scare easily.”
“I know,” she said with a smile.  “But to get home would require a portal.  Can’t waste a battery on that.”
“Um, we don’t have to,” I said. 
“Wait, what?  You’re not talking a road trip, are you?  It’s like eighteen hundred miles.  Maybe at the holiday break, but not for a weekend.”
“No, we would portal for sure.  I may have a way to power it without using a class battery.  I have some of my own, you know.”
“Batteries?”
“I actually build them, remember?  And I have all the low, slow power capture spells to trickle charge them.”  I started us walking again.
“You’ve managed to actually charge up a battery or two?” she asked.  “How many, and how long did it take?”
“Five, and not as long as you might think.  I’ve linked up multiple charging spells to each battery, except the one in my truck.  That one gets a charge every time either Jetta, me, or Gina’s people use it.”
“You would use one to meet my family?” she asked, pushing her hair behind her ear.
“Absolutely.  Your little sister is almost as big a wiseass as Jetta.  She’s always shooting me snarky texts, so yeah, I’d love to meet her.”
“Yeah, those two get along too well.  For every text you get, I guarantee Jet gets three.”
We arrived at Arcane and I held the door for her.  “So, we can go anytime you want.  Maybe Jetta would like to meet Brianna in person?”
“I’ll talk to Mom and Dad tonight,” she said with a big smile.
“Well?” Gina asked, approaching before I could answer Ronnie.
“It worked, Gina,” Veronica said.  “It was amazing.  He took that bullet molecule by molecule, then did the same with the silver wire.  In fact, it was so clear, that I think I could do it myself.”
“And Colin?” Gina asked.
“Ronnie helped reduce the swelling, and Colin’s LV virus was already kicking in when we left,” I said.
“What’s that?” Clary asked.  She and Keitan came from the lounge with Dellwood right behind them.  Werewolf hearing is a bitch.
“Declan had an idea for removing the bullet and the silver,” I said.  “It’s a variation of how he helped make Omega.  Moving an element by molecules.  He wanted a powerful Water witch as backup, preferably one with lots of knowledge about the human brain.”  I glanced at Ronnie.  “We happened to have one of those.  It went perfect.  Colin was healing rapidly when we left.  His family will notify us when he wakes up.”
“Correction, Mack,” Omega said, appearing from nothing.  “I’m the notifier.  He just woke up.”
“Yes!” Dellwood said, pumping one giant fist in victory.  “Wait. Declan just suddenly decided to come help Colin?  With everything else he has to do?”
I started to open my mouth, but Veronica was faster.  “Mack and Declan were chatting about a problem with the silver in Colin’s brain and Mack suggested Declan use the same process he used with Omega.  Declan swore and then made it happen -- removing the whole bullet.”
“You were there.  During this conversation,” Clary said.  It was a statement, not a question.
Veronica just smiled.
Truth of the matter is that she’s often there for my chats with Declan.  She’s often in my room these days… and nights.
“Some of the witches gripe about it,” Keitan said, ignoring Clary’s sharp look his way. 
“What?  I’m not allowed to have a girlfriend?” I ask.
“More that they’re jealous,” Clary said, eyes flicking back from her own boyfriend.
I had to parse that for a second or two, again slower than Ronnie.
“Jealous of access to knowledge and its source,” she said with a nod.  “Who bitches the most?”
“Ironically, the same little shit that complains you don’t have a place here,” Dellwood rumbled.  “Conboy.”
“He’s not my type.”
Gina, Clary, and Veronica all snorted at the exact same time.
“Enough about that,” Gina said.  “Can you teach the other witches what you just learned?”
“Well, I need to try it myself first,” Veronica said.  “But, yeah.  If I can do it, I can teach it.”
“She can do it,” I said.  “Declan didn’t ask for you to back him up with Colin because of us being together.  He did it because he’s already assessed that you’re the best in your element at Arcane.”
“How will you teach it?” Gina asked, looking between the two of us.
“Same exact way we just saw him do it,” I said.  “Two lead bullets, two pieces of silver.  And I have some notes I took as he talked through the procedure.”
“Please go do that,” Gina said.  “Try it out, Veronica.  If it works, we’ll have you teach it tonight, during seminar.”
“It’ll use most of your time,” I warned.  “Especially as we have to have the others try it.”
“We’re just going over the structure of Project Floodgates, as everyone will have this weekend to contact home and get lists of the most needed items,” Gina said.  “This technique is powerful and learning it will calm the masses.”
“What about the nonwitches?” I asked, glancing at the three weres listening intently.
Gina turned to Dellwood.  “What do you think?”
“A technique that removes silver objects?  Without an operation?  I think it’s safe to say the shifters will all be fascinated,” the massive young Alpha rumbled.
“Alright, but I want to try it now,” Ronnie said.  “Before I forget anything.”
“Come on.  I’ve got all the stuff we need in my room,” I said.
“No getting distracted, you two,” Dellwood said, shaking a sausage-sized finger at us.
Once inside, I reset the wards and then pulled out one of many latching utility boxes I keep under my bed.  The one I’d chosen was part of my reloading gear.
Inside the box are more boxes, these all bullets of various calibers and types.  I pulled a small box of plain lead .38 caliber target wadcutters and extracted two.  From another box, I pulled a spool of pure silver wire, clipping off a couple of bits, each about a quarter inch long.
Setting a piece of wire with one of the bullets on the left side of my desk, I put the remaining wire and bullet on the right.
“Okay.  We’ll take molecules from that side and move them to this side.”
“Is this really how he made Omega?” she asked as she slid into my desk chair.
“It’s kinda similar.  He implanted ions into aluminum and made a different metal, and as he did that, he etched circuits into it.  But this is very similar, in that you are focusing your abilities on moving a metal one molecule at a time.  Like electroplating.”
“What?  Like how they plate silver onto dishes and utensils?”
“Yes, very much like that.  Except they run current through through water from an anode to a cathode.  So that bullet is the anode, and this one is the cathode.”
“I used to do electroplating all the time, using Craft instead of batteries and direct current,” she said, her eyes lighting up.  “That’s a perfect mental image to use.”
“Well, then.  It’s like that but without fluids,” I said.
She held up a finger.  “There’s always some water in the air.”
“Cool.  Try that maybe.”
She focused on the pair of bullets, and I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise as she pressed her will and energy upon them.  After about two minutes, she pulled back.  “I think it worked.”
I bent down, eyeing the two slugs.  “I can’t see any difference with my naked eye.  But let me weigh them,” I said, pulling my powder scale down off a shelf.  “This bullet weighs one hundred and fifty-three grains and this, over here, weighs one hundred and forty-three grains.  They both started at one-forty-eight.  You did it!”
“Let me do it some more.  Maybe we can get this done early and then you can distract me with not just a naked eye or two?” she suggested with a sly smirk.
“By all means; get the lead out,” I said with a smile.
“Oh God.  Dad jokes.  Such a mood killer,” she said, looking very displeased.  I wasn’t fooled.




Chapter 38

“Okay, we have a special class today,” Jenks said.  “Remember, as this is an all-day class and it is after all, Saturday, it’s not mandatory—except for you five world travelers,” he said, pointing at my crew.  “You owe me class time.”
“So we can leave?” Tyler asked, waving at some of his wolf buddies.
“Yup,” Jenks said.  The guest instructor standing next to him gave him a wary glance.
“Good, because we don’t need low-light combat training anyway,” Tyler said.
“Just as well,” I muttered to Ronnie.
“What was that, Sutton?” Tyler asked, suspicious. 
“Nothing, Tyler.  Enjoy the day,” I waved.
Most of the wolves started to leave but Clary just looked at me, then at her big brother.  Dellwood’s eyes were focused on me, a frown furrowing a brow like a granite cliff.
“Out with it, Sutton,” he said.  “Why just as well.”
“Because you already have all the advantages,” I said, glancing at Jenks and the guest instructor, whose nametag said Dan.  Jenks looked amused and Dan looked bemused.
“Night vision, super hearing, super smell.  Why would you need awkward flashlights?”
Dellwood turned to Jenks.  “Sir?”
“He clearly wants to gain knowledge that you don’t have, Dellwood,” Jenks said with a smirk. 
“Explain, Sutton,” Dellwood actually growled at me.
I pulled my Fenix tactical flashlight out of my pocket and directed it right into Dellwood’s eyes.  Instantly he held up one massive hand to block the light, turning his head, but not before the flash of eyeshine was visible in his eyes.
“Whoa,” Dan the instructor said, eyes wide.
“Bang, bang, bang, bang,” I said to Dellwood, then turned the light off.  The giant Alpha werewolf blinked at me, then narrowed his eyes.  We stared at each other for a few tense seconds before he grunted and sat back down.
Tyler, who was almost to the door, watched in disbelief.  “Shit,” he said, following the other weres, who all turned and walked back to their seats.
“Excellent,” Jenks said.  “Class, we have a guest for the next two days courtesy of the Department of Defense.  Dan here has had a distinguished career in law enforcement, and an even more distinguished one learning and teaching cutting-edge techniques to law enforcement—federal, state, and local.  We’re going to spend the day learning to use our little pocket suns like Mack’s to our best advantage for things that go bump in the night.”
“We are the things that go bump,” Darla said.
“You are just one of those things,” Jenks corrected her.  “There are others.  Other weres, humans with night vision devices, witches, witches’ constructs, vampires, and demons, to name a few.  The name of my class is Survival.  If you think you’re all set, then so be it, but perhaps you should consider that Mack just blinded an Alpha long enough to empty a gun into him.”
“Fair,” Darla allowed.
“Dan, over to you,” Jenks said.
Dan looked a teeny bit shellshocked.  “Wow.  You said this would be the most unique class of my career, but I thought you were exaggerating,” he said to Jenks.  Turning back to all of us, he looked around the room, taking us all in.  To his credit, he met everyone’s eyes and his expression had settled into determination.  “So, I’ve taught all kinds of folks from town police to Tier One Operators… but this is a first.  Is it okay to ask how many of you have the ability to, ah, shift forms?”
The weres all lifted hands.  About a third of the class.  Jenks had split our normal Survival class into two groups: older and younger.  The lower grades would take it on Sunday.
“And some of you are, to use the current government terminology, energy users?”
The witches and psychics raised their hands, leaving just Jetta and myself unaccounted for.
“I’m almost afraid to ask, but where do you two fit in?” Dan asked us.
“Just a couple of normal, run-of-the-mill humans, Dan,” Jetta said.  The entire class laughed.
Dan looked around, reading the room before turning back to us.  “They don’t seem to agree.”
“The jury is out on the Suttons,” Jenks said.  “They would test medically as normal humans, but they really seem to fit in here at Arcane.”
“Which makes them the biggest freaks of all,” Dellwood said.  “On second thought, perhaps freakiest, not biggest.”
“Says the sasquatch pretending to be a werewolf,” I shot back.
“Yeah, he’s no one I’d care to meet in an alley,” Dan said.  “No offense.  I mean, I’ve basically been fighting people my whole career, but you?  No. Just no.”
“No offense taken, but with respect, I don’t think you’d want to fight Sierra over there either,” Dellwood said, pointing.
“I promise not to fall too far behind, but I’m curious.  Just how strong is a human form shifter—is shifter even okay to say?”
“We’re weres or shifters, or even lycans if you wish,” Clary said.  “To answer your first question, generally two to three times stronger than a very strong human.  My brother is likely five times stronger.”
Jenks took a foot-long hunk of two-by-four that was stacked among others on the side of the gym.  He tossed it to Sierra, who caught it easily and then snapped it like a dry, dead stick.
Dan’s brows were raised as he silently processed what he’d seen.
“If it helps, a quick flash of light across someone’s eyes will tell you whether they are were, vampire, or human,” I said.  “Eye shine.”
Dan looked at me for a second, then nodded.  “Good to know.  So, the name of the class is, ah, Do It In The Dark: Intro To Reduced Light Combatives.”
“Ooh, this is already more interesting than regular class,” Erika said, smirking.
Dan looked at her for a moment, then turned to me.  “Any tips for figuring out if someone is a, ah, energy user.”
“We use the term witch and no, not really,” I said. 
“Here at Arcane, if they look like they belong on a runway or professional cheer squad, they’re likely witches,” my sister said.  “But outside these walls, that won’t hold up.”
“So a street cop could be walking up on a person that could do what?  Hex them?” Dan asked.
The room stilled. 
“Your average witch is pretty dangerous,” Jenks said.  “Depending on their skill set, they may have prepared spells that could do all kinds of nasty things, from eruptive fire to causing sharp pain or even inducing a heart attack.  But none of the witches here are average.”
“Heart attack?” Dan asked, looking around at the class.  “Really? And there’s no way to tell?”
“We can usually tell if someone else is a witch,” Veronica said.  “Mack, there has to be a way,” she said, looking at me.
“Sure. Warded amulets are often made to kind of vibrate if a witch comes close,” I said.  “Mine will do that but I turn it off, ’cause the thing would be vibrating nonstop here.”
“Vibrating nonstop, you say?” Erika asked, brows arched, earning a class laugh.
“Amulets?” Dan asked, ignoring her word play.
I pulled my collection from under my t-shirt.  “This one is a ward to protect me from direct magical attacks.  It won’t stop an indirect attack but one thing at a time, right?”
“Direct and indirect?” Dan asked.  Seemed like he was learning more than we were.
“Direct would be if a witch stopped the flow of blood to your heart or brain; indirect would be if they hit you with a telekinetic punch, blast of wind, or a ball of fire,” Veronica said.
Dan looked a little pale. 
“FBI Special Threat Response Team has these,” I said. 
He nodded, blinked once, and then took a breath.  “Okay, enough of the rabbit hole.  So for those of us without built-in night vision,” he said with a nod toward Dellwood, “we started with fire on a stick and finally moved up to pocket suns.” He waved a tactical light, flashing the bright beam.  “Night vision enhancement devices certainly exist but are expensive and relatively bulky.  But these are compact and affordable.  The DoD sent along enough of this Streamlight model for every one of you,” he said, tapping two compact cardboard boxes on a table next to him.  “Haven’t seen that level of generosity before, but now it makes sense.”  He turned to me.  “Because witches make those amulets, right?”
“Generally.  I mean, Jet and I make quite a few. It just takes a witch to power them up,” I said.
Britta snorted.  “More like a full Circle to power them or… your ex-roomie.”
Dan looked from her to me. 
“She’s right. Most are powered by Circles of witches,” I said.
“Okay.  Well let’s get into the information dump portion of today.  You’ve all heard of lumens, right?”
“Lumens are the total output of light from a source,” Jetta said.
He was surprised, but he nodded.  “Correct.  Have you heard of candela?”
“It’s the intensity of the light,” Jetta said.  “Like the pressure of it.”
“Wow, exactly right.”
“Light nerd!” Matthew said from right behind Jetta.  She turned and smacked him with her hand, smirking as she did so.
“Pressure?” Alice asked, rolling her eyes at the shenanigans, her focus returning to the instructor.
“Think of a garden hose, one without a nozzle,” Dan said.  “The water just flows out.  But put your thumb over it or put a tight nozzle on it and you get what?  A hard stream of water, right?”
“Sounds awesome,” Erika said.
“What’s a good candela number?” Britta asked, giving her sister a side-eye glance.
“Great question,” Dan said, his own eyes focusing on the serious Swedish twin and ignoring the flirty one.  “Our testing supports a baseline level of twenty-thousand candela.  This handout model produces one thousand lumen and twenty-one thousand candela.  If we can get some volunteers, we can hand them…” He broke off when one box of flashlights levitated off the table and straight to my lap.
“Thanks,” I said to Ronnie, who just nudged me and gave Dan a nod.  I popped out my utility knife, slit the tape on the top, and started to hand out the boxed flashlights, at least those that didn’t just get TK’d right into witches’ hands.  Within a few minutes, the box was almost empty and everyone was playing with their new super bright lights.
“This might make a good first line of defense,” one of the precogs, Ray said.
“Exactly.  You pull a gun, a knife or a …” Dan’s words fell off as he clearly reached for a word.
“Claw?” Kissa suggested.
“Yeah, that.  You pull any of those on someone and it turns out they’re not really a threat and you are suddenly guilty of what?  Aggravated assault or maybe menacing with a weapon.  But lights are legal everywhere and as you saw when…” He looked at me.
“Mack,” Ronnie said before I could.
He gave her a nod.  “When Mack blinded our, ah, large friend over there, he created opportunity.  Opportunity to run, communicate, or defend himself.  Have I mentioned photonic barriers?”
“Ah, no,” Tami said.
Dan studied her for a moment, and I could almost see his brain trying to decide witch or not witch.  “Okay, a photonic barrier is anything that impedes photons.  An opaque screen or wall, the headlights of a car, or a…”  He trailed off, looking at us hopefully.
“A blinding beam of light in the eyes,” Jetta said.
“Exactly.  Most humans receive as much as ninety percent of their information visually.  I have no idea about shifters or witches, but I imagine it’s still a high number.  A photonic barrier stops that flow of information, at least as far as the area behind the barrier is concerned.”
“What else would form a photonic barrier?” he asked.
“Fog or snow?” Biyu offered.  She came from a warm part of China and hated Vermont winters.
“Smoke?” Nadia tossed out.
“Driving rain,” Zoya said.
“Overhead lights?” Jael suggested.
“Yes, to all of those.  Weather is an impediment to vision.  But does it bother scent?” he asked, looking at Clary and her brother.
“It can,” Clary allowed.  “Also messes with hearing.”
“Some of us actually do better in wet weather,” Veronica said.  Britta and Paige nodded agreement.
Dan frowned and tilted his head slightly, looking at Veronica.
“Some of us have water as an element,” she explained.  “We actually receive more information when humidity is high.”
“Right, I remember that now: Water, Air, Earth, and… Fire,” he said.
“And fire could be a photonic barrier, right?” Tami asked, a ball of orange flame forming in her upturned palm.
“Ah, yeah,” he agreed, leaning back a little as she put paid to the question of her witchy-ness.  “Which is why we need a strong, high candela light to push past those kinds of photonic barriers.”
I had to give him major credit. Somehow, he shook off his introduction to witches and werewolves and got on with the instruction.  After the first hour of information, he and Jenks got us all outfitted with pistols and holsters and we did two hours of dry firing, one-handed, while using our tactical lights in our off hands. 
Then we all went to the cafeteria for lunch.  An hour later, full of Black Forest ham and provolone, Ronnie and I walked back to the survival gym.
Once everyone was back, we started live-fire exercises, first at five yards in the light, then twenty yards, then back to five but in total darkness except for our lights.
“Light ’em up,” Dan called.  “Threat!”
Our tactical lights, held in our nondominant hands alongside our left temples, lit the outline target and upon the command of threat, we pulled up our shirt hems, locked in a solid grip on our guns, drew, and fired.  First one shot, then doubles, and finally triples.  They ran us six to a line, then switched lines.  There were six lines altogether, so it took some time.  The afternoon disappeared into threat identification drills and finally, a timed challenge drill.  Draw one-handed and shoot five shots into a four-by-seven-inch card taped to the thoracic region of a combat target that was wearing a white t-shirt over the card.  And do it perfectly in three-point-five seconds or less.
I managed to do it in three-point-one seconds, my sister in three-point-zero-nine.  Kissa had three-point-zero-five but pulled one shot a half inch off the target card. 
“Damned fine shooting!” Dan said.  “I’ve never had two people in the same class, let alone brother and sister.”
“Aww, Dan, don’t you know?” Erika asked him.  “They’re just lucky.”
We won some other flashlights, which is cool because I don’t like to have just one of anything.  Two is one, one is none.
We all thanked Dan and headed out.  Veronica grabbed my hand as we left the range.  “Wanna jump to Texas tonight?  Come back tomorrow evening?”
I glanced at Jetta, who bobbed her head in agreement.  “Yeah.  Let’s go meet the Cornelius family,” I agreed.




Chapter 39

“Whoa,” Jetta said at exactly the moment I stepped through the portal.  Veronica had gone first, then Jet, then me.  We were standing on a concrete and pebble patio, looking at a big kidney-shaped pool, covered outdoor kitchen, separate barbecue smoker area (which was smoking away), and the backside of a big ranch-style house.  It looked like money.  Hot money, because the temperature had to be in the high eighties with lots of humidity.
That was all the time I got to process anything because there was a squeal, and a fast-moving black-haired girl suddenly tackled my witch.
“You did it!  You’re here!” the girl said, hugging the bejeepers out of Veronica.  They were clearly sisters, with the same black hair, same dark eyes, both very pretty.  Brianna was maybe an inch taller than her big sister, and perhaps a bit less curvy, but otherwise they could almost be twins.
“This dickhead is my sister Brianna,” Veronica said with a laugh.
Jetta held out her hand with a huge smile, but Brianna ignored it, swooping in to wrap her in almost as tight an embrace as her sister had been subjected to.  Ah, a hugger.
Six seconds later, I was the one wrapped up in a hug.  She smelled like vanilla and perfume.
“Ah, Bri, you have to let him go,” Veronica said.  “He is, after all, my boyfriend.”
“No. I’m keeping him,” Brianna said in the exact tone that Toni Velasquez had used on Gina when she found Justin’s escaped hamster.
Over her shoulder, I saw a woman who could have been mistaken for Veronica’s older sister step out the back door with a lean, bald-headed guy who had the same dark eyes as the girls.
Ronnie rushed to them and hugged them both as Brianna finally released me. 
“Mom, Dad, this is my friend Jetta and my boyfriend, Mack,” my witch said as both parents weighed me with their eyes.
“Mrs. Cornelius; Mr. Cornelius,” I said, standing straight and holding out my hand like men do.
Ronnie’s mom batted my hand aside and gave me almost the same hug her younger daughter had.  “You, young man, are literally goddess sent.”
“Well, ma’am, the way I see it, I’m the lucky one,” I said as she released me. 
“It’s
Brook, Mack.  My name is Brook.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Turning, I found Veronica’s dad right in front of me.
“Sir,” I said, automatically putting my hand out.  He took it with a tight grip.
“Xander Cornelius,” he said.  “Welcome to our home.”
“It’s beautiful, sir,” Jetta said as she survived her own hug from Momma Cornelius.
I turned, stepped back to the portal, and touched the very edge of it, the control zone that the spell recognized.  The mirror hanging over the patio shrunk in on itself and popped out of existence.
When I turned back, the parents and Brianna were staring at me, eyes wide.
“Sorry. They burn through a ton of power, so, you know… waste not, right?” I said, unsure of their expressions.
“Do you have any idea how extraordinary it is to have a gateway in reality appear in our backyard?” Brook asked.
“Mack and Jetta were with Declan on Fairie when he first learned how to create them, Mom,” Ronnie said.
“Well, in truth, we were halfway across the planet when he learned,” Jetta said.
“Which is why he learned,” I added.  “He needed to come and get us.”
“You say that so casually,” Xander noted.  “Dropping the Steward’s name like it is nothing.”
“Dad,” Ronnie admonished.  “It is nothing—to them.  I keep telling you that he’s like their brother, but you don’t seem to believe me.”
“Fairie?” Brianna asked, eyes huge.
“Guys, maybe we could show them around before we begin the inquisition,” Ronnie suggested.
Seeing them all together, it was obvious that she had her mother’s confidence and her father’s bearing.  In fact, her mother moved in almost the exact same way that Ronnie did, a subtle squaring of the shoulders that conveyed assurance and power. 
“You are smiling, young man,” Brook observed with a familiar arch of her brow.
“You are so alike, it is uncanny,” I said.  “The three of you look alike, but you also move the same way.”
“Take warning, Sutton,” Ronnie said with a smirk.  “There are three of me now.”
“All I can do to survive just one,” I said.
“He’s not lying,” Jetta said.  “I’ve never seen anyone keep my brother off balance as much as Ronnie does.”
The Cornelius parents exchanged a glance and then nodded at us.  “Okay,” Brook said.  “Sorry.  This is… impactful.  Please have a tour.  We can settle out here after.  Xander has brisket on the smoker, with the family recipe.”
“My favorite meal,” Ronnie said, lighting up like a candle.  “Come on, you guys. I’ll show you around.”
“We’ll show them around,” Brianna added. 
The four of us trooped through the house, which was beautiful, stylish, and clearly supported my earlier theory: money.  They started in the open-space kitchen, dining, and family room area, then the basement workshop set up for spellcasting.  Next was the parents’ suite at one end of the house and then their bedrooms and shared bath at the other end of the house.
“Veronica, what do your parents do?” I asked.
“They’re both hydrology engineers,” she said.  “They work for different companies, which luckily don’t really compete with each other.  Our parents are… competitive.”
Brianna snorted.  “The whole family is competitive.  You should see our grandparents when they play poker.”
“So, is it safe to say they are both Water affinity?” I asked.
“Yeah. Bri is too.  Why?” Ronnie asked.
“Just gearing up for the upcoming question and answer section,” I said.
“Relax.  I told you they’re already super excited to have you here.”
“What’s this?” Bri asked.
“Mack is nervous that Mom and Dad won’t be happy because he’s not a top-tier witch,” Veronica said.
“What?” Bri asked, grabbing my arm to turn me toward her.  “Are you serious?”
I shrugged.  “We’re unpowered witches, Bri.  You are both one-percenters.”
She put her hands on her hips, channeling her older sister.  “Listen. You just opened a freaking portal into our backyard like it was no big deal.  The entire extended Circle is descending on this place for lunch tomorrow just to meet you two.  No witch in Texas can portal.  And then there’s the minor matter of your connections to him, and let’s not forget how you saved their favorite daughter from death,” she said.
“Hey,” Veronica objected.  “First is best; second is just a pest.”
“First is just a test, no matter how much they protest,” Brianna answered in what was clearly a long-established call and response.
“Um, extended Circle?” Jetta asked, her gun hand tugging the hem of her shirt, which is one of her anxiety tells.
“We have thirty-four witches supporting our main Circle.  So, forty-six altogether—plus spouses,” Veronica said.  “Probably not all coming though.”
“No, they’re all coming,” Bri said.  “Plus the leadership of the Dallas, El Paso, Abilene, and San Antonio Circles.  Mom and Dad even hired catering.”
“You’ll have caterers at a witch gathering?” Jetta asked.
“It’s a family company owned by one of the Circle members,” Veronica explained.  “Listen; it’ll be fine.  Bri and I won’t leave you alone.”
“I told Mom the same thing.  She scoffed until I reminded her that some of the ladies are a bit aggressive about spells and Ronnie would react badly if they messed with you all.”
“Actually, I’d love to see them try, Bri,” Veronica said, smirking.  “I mean, I did and got my ass handed to me.”
Bri frowned, so her sister took pity on her.  “Hello?  You think Declan would leave them undefended?”
Jetta fished out her Rowan amulet and Brianna’s eyes bugged out.  “We’ve had warded amulets since the first week we attended school,” Jet said.  “He keeps upgrading them.”
“I’m kinda hoping Sheena tries something,” Veronica said.
“Ooh, that would be awesome,” Bri answered.
“Um, Sheena?” I asked.
“Sheena Libbock,” Bri answered.  “El Paso Circle.  Ronnie beat her out for the spot at Arcane.  She hates us.”
“Is she likely to do anything really nasty?” I asked, a bad feeling rising inside me.
“Probably not,” Veronica said, frowning at me until her face lit with understanding.  “He can sense attacks on your amulets?”
“Before he was Steward, not so much, but now… yes,” I said.
“Okay.  I’ll warn Mom,” Ronnie said.
“Aww,” Bri said, disappointed.
“He’s stressed, Bri.  It’s obvious even to me, and if he thinks the wrong thought about someone, well…” Ronnie said.
“Oh.  Oh!” Bri said, clearly understanding at least a little.
“He doesn’t lose control like that,” I said.  “But he has so much pressure on him that he has little patience for bullshit.  I don’t like interrupting him.  Plus, Stacia’s pack is coming next weekend for the hunt, so I’d rather not annoy them before that.”
“But he won’t be there?” Bri asked.
“Oh, he won’t be able to stay away,” I laughed.  “He’ll pop in somehow.”
The younger Cornelius stared at me for a moment.  “So weird to be so casual,” she said, then shook herself.  “Anyway, this is me.”  She opened a door.  “Well, it’s us, for tonight,” she said to Jetta.
“And this is us,” Veronica said, opening the door across the hall.
“You mean you,” I said, looking around.  The room was classy, light blues and soft grays that made me think of some of the colors I had seen in the Med.  A big double bed held center stage, with a very well-organized desk, three bookshelves, and a small worktable covered in black chalkboard paint for spellwork.  I could see part of the Elven portal rune alphabet written in Veronica’s clear hand on one side.  A corner nook held a white upholstered reading chair with a modern, multi-jointed floor lamp positioned for optimum lighting.
“No silly, us.  You’re sleeping here.  With me,” she said.
“Wait… what?”
“Circles have different views on things, Mack.  I’ve chosen you and you seem to have chosen me.  My parents would think it weird if you slept anywhere other than my bed.  But it’ll be just sleep, bud.  Sex would be pushing the boundaries too far.”
“Um.  You’re sure?”
“About sex in my parents’ house?” she frowned.
“No, ah, that they would let me sleep in your room… with you?”
“They’re not stupid, Mack.  They know we’ve had sex and sleep together.  And they know I won’t break the sex rule so… what’s the big deal?”
“I was expecting a couch.”
“Like I’d leave you lying around for some other witch to scoop up,” she admonished, leaning in to plant a kiss on my lips.
“Whoa.  Should we be doing that?” I asked.
Her left palm hit my right shoulder, spinning me enough that when her right foot hooked the back of my left knee, I buckled and fell right on her bed.  She landed on top of me, her midnight black hair forming a privacy curtain around my face as she stared into my eyes.  “Kissing is always appropriate.”
Ten minutes later, Bri burst in, Jetta behind her.  “Come on, lovebirds.  Brisket waits for no one.”
Outside, we found the parents laying out a dinner spread on one of the several outdoor tables.
“Hey, perfect timing,” Brook said.  “Load your plates.  I’m sure you’re hungry after your all-day night class thing.”
“Low-light combatives, Mom,” Veronica corrected.
“Right,” Brook said with smile.  “Ronnie, now that we all have food and such, can I ask some questions of your guests?”
Veronica looked at Jetta and me, read our expressions, and turned back to her mom.  “Yes.”
Brook smiled again, turning to us.  “So, first, I want to express, from the very bottom of my soul, just how grateful we are for your cure of Brianna.”  Xander nodded his agreement, looking down at his plate in a kind of vulnerable way.
“It was our absolute honor to be of assistance, and just so you know, if it ever comes back, Declan will take it out himself,” I said.
Brook looked almost stricken.
“See, I told you, Mom,” Brianna said.  “I heard him say it himself.”
“You’ve met him?” Brook asked Veronica.
“Yeah, a bunch of times.  You know that.  I spent two days in France with his whole posse,” Ronnie said, waving a hand at her linen shirt that got in France.
I snorted and they looked at me.  “Sorry.  Just having trouble with the word posse.”
“And,” Ronnie said after giving me a look, “he talks to Mack almost nightly.  I’m usually there.”
“He is ecstatic that Ronnie has knocked Mack for a loop,” Jetta said.
“Okay.  That’s thrilling news.  Tough to wrap my head around, but thrilling,” Brook said.  “Mack, Jetta, Ronnie tells me that as much as you both live and study with witches, you don’t really know much about the culture.”
“That’s accurate.  Hell, Declan doesn’t even know much.  He’s basically only had Ashling since his mom was killed.”
She paused to process that, then continued on.  “Maeve and Ashling Irwin are basically folklore among the American Circles.  When witches first immigrated to America, their skills and powers were on par with the European Circles.  But the witch hunts in Salem and the hysteria that followed pushed us into hiding and our learning slowed, and our partnering process was massively disrupted.  The Euro witches came through it better and so we got left behind in the magical arms race.”
“Until now,” Ronnie said.
“Yes,” Brook nodded.  “Ashling Irwin, herself, and Maeve Irwin’s son, a witch so powerful and skilled that Gaia selected him as her Steward.”
“Yeah, it was a shocker when we found out he wasn’t just the witch next door,” Jetta said. 
“So, when Ronnie made the cut, it was a huge deal, not just for the hope of a cure for Bri, but for the knowledge she could bring home,” Brook said.
“Got the cure in a week and here’s your knowledge with barbecue sauce on their faces,” Ronnie said smugly.
“Actually, you’ve learned things that we can’t teach,” I said.  “Declan taught you that seawater thing and you have the molecular plating technique down cold, plus you learned the Alice hack for power siphoning.”
“All of that?” Brook asked her daughter.
“Mom, I told you about the seawater thing,” Ronnie said.
“I would like a close look at that myself, pumpkin,” Xander said.  “I’m on a desalinization project, and that sounds like it would be applicable.”
“Desalinization?” I asked.  “Omega, didn’t you come up with some new technology for that?” I asked my bracelet.
“Yes, Mack, although it was simply a reworking of existing technology,” Omega said, projecting his words from my wrist.  “Here are the schematics.”
A hologram projected some kind of wiring plan into the open air and Xander leaned forward like he was seeing Helen of Troy.
“See, Mom,” Ronnie said.
“Yes, dear. I was meaning to ask about the bracelets.”
That led to a discussion of Omega and alien tech.  Time passed quickly as we moved through topic after topic.
We had shifted back an hour in time zones so five hours later, I was yawning.  Ronnie observed me with a smile.  “Time for bed, I think.  The party will be… a lot.”
I opened my mouth to deny it but ended up yawning instead. 
“Let’s go, Sutton,” she said.
It was surreal saying goodnight to her parents, then following her into her room, where I stripped down to my boxer briefs and climbed into bed with her. 
She kissed me and turned out the light and then settled down with a sigh.
“Everything okay?” I asked.
“Well, one, I’m kind of excited for the party, and two, I’m going to ravish you when we get back to Arcane tomorrow afternoon.”
“Oh.  How do I go to sleep with that in my head?”
She snuggled in, head on my chest.  “My plan is to listen to your heartbeat until I crash.  You are on your own, lover.”
She was out cold in two minutes.  Me, it was more like twenty before I could settle down, but her gentle breathing on my skin was oddly soothing and I finally surrendered to sleep.
“Have you met her?” the Abilene witch asked.  I think she was Air, but it was hard to remember after the parade of people I had met.
“Who?”
“Gaia?”
“No,” I said.
She froze staring at me, her expression maybe a bit disbelieving.  I waited.
“Candace, you drove all the way from Abilene to ask that?” Ronnie chided.  “Really?”
“Don’t you find it odd?” Candace asked her back.  “Only the two of them have supposedly met her?”
“Well, there was the appearance in court,” I suggested.  “Like fifty people there, I think.”
“The computer could have done it,” she said.  “Created a projection.”
“You’re saying you don’t believe in Gaia?” Ronnie asked.
“No, I just question why our supposed Steward and his wolf are the only ones to meet her.”
“Did you see the part where the roof of the building just disappeared, or the oil shut off?” I asked.  “What about when Declan shot bus-sized beams of energy into space, lifted a destroyer, and cut it into four pieces, then made balls out of them?”
“Tricks,” she said.
I started to open my mouth, but Ronnie touched my arm.  “Are you goading him, Candace?  Trying to get an introduction to cure your disbelief?” she asked. 
Candace gaped like a goldfish and Ronnie turned her head.  “Mom, I think we’re done here.”
Brook appeared, getting in Candace’s face while Ronnie took my arm and moved us to the drink station, where at least three people turned to us with hopeful eyes.
“Actually, this is inefficient,” Ronnie said.  “Do you mind talking to them all at once, like class?”
“That’s with witches I know,” I protested. 
“Who know so much more than these do and press you much harder than these witches ever could,” she said.  “It’ll get this done faster and we can go back to Arcane on time,” she said, one brow arched.  I remembered her ravish comment. 
“Right.  Let’s do it.”
Within moments, she had turned off the music and climbed up on a table.  “Everyone, we’re going to try something different.  There are too many of you and only two of them, so let’s do it like we do at Arcane,” she said.
“I heard you do it a lot at that place,” a blonde girl said sarcastically.
“Arcane, Sheena.  Maybe if you could remember the name, you would have gotten closer to getting the slot.  I’m kidding; you would never have won it.  Okay, if the stupid comments are done?”
Everyone was quiet.  She was my age, twenty, and most of the witches were older, yet no one said a damned word.
“Mack?” 
I climbed up on the table next to her and a moment later, so did Jetta.
“Okay, let’s do this: What’s the biggest question you have?” I asked.
“Energy borrowing technique,” someone yelled out.
“That’s a skill, which you have to develop and work on.  I can’t really teach that during a luncheon.”
“Can you teach it at all?” Candace called out.  “Not being a real witch.”
Ronnie opened her mouth, but I won the race.  “Yes.  Half the class at Arcane can borrow energy to some degree, and I played a part in that.  But it takes practice.  The Irwins teach it to their children young.  You all are behind the curve.  But it can work.”
“Tami, a Fire witch, who has been there from the beginning, can borrow at about twenty-five percent efficiency,” Ronnie said.
“That’s all?” Candace called out.
“All?” I asked.  “Do you even know what we’re talking about?  At ten percent, a witch can borrow an amount equal to their pool without touching that pool.  Tami can take more than twice that amount, in effect doubling her power—which by the way, is pretty impressive on its own.  But that has taken several years of practice.”
“How did she learn, Mack?” Xander asked.
“We started all the witches with a spell matrix that absorbs power from other things and stores it in a battery of sorts.”
“What things?” someone asked.
“Anything with energy.  Woodstoves, hot water tanks, classrooms of bored kids, elevator cables, car engines, anything.  Then the witch that wrote the spell would sit and observe it in action, monitoring it, getting a feel for what it was doing.  Over time, that feeling becomes comfortable.  Then the witch can write the same spell but replace the battery with herself, taking and storing the energy.”
“Seems too easy,” another witch commented.
“That part is, but still takes practice.  Taking in the energy is a great way to speed up replenishing your pool, but what the Irwins do is borrow the energy and use it without moving it directly through their pool.  They transmute it, so to speak, as if to store it internally, but instead put it to work.”
Xander brought out a large pad of paper with an easel and markers.  I wrote out the spell and cell phones started to snap pictures rapidly.
“How do they transmute it?” Candace asked. 
“It takes hours of practice.  Essentially, we give the witch an energy-intensive task and have them work the replenishment spell at the same time they are tapping their pool for the task.  Over time, they start to learn to stop running it through the tank and just use it directly.”
“That could take years,” someone commented.
“Oh, it does,” I agreed.  “But Ronnie just started this semester and can already use energy equal to her pool without running it through herself.  The rest will just take time.”
“It’s not much of a technique then, is it?” Sheena called out.
“It’s not a technique at all; it’s a skill,” Jetta said.  “And like all skills, it takes hard work to learn.”
“What about portals?” someone else yelled.
I held them to finishing questions on borrowing, then covered the basics of portal theory.  I could see confusion on many faces—confusion and frustration.
“How does this help us now?” a lady I recognized as the head of the El Paso Circle asked.
“As I understand it, you’ve fallen behind by several hundred years.  You’re not going to overcome that during an outdoor barbeque.  It’s going to take time, training, and practice.”
Ronnie ruthlessly cut them all off after we had taken questions for twenty minutes.  There was grumbling, but very few got in her face directly.
“She’s fierce, isn’t she?” Bri asked me while her sister quelled the crowd.
“Exactly one of the first things I ever said about her.  They all seem to know it too.”
“Or course they do.  She beat all their best and brightest, hands down, to win that spot.  She’s the most powerful Water witch that Texas has ever produced.  There’s a couple of tough Fire witches down on the border, but she’s faster and deadlier and they all know it,” she said proudly.
“Deadlier?”
“Each state hosts its own elimination contest.  The Texas one is pretty brutal.  No one died but she had to knock out four of them to win it.  And I mean knock out in the fullest sense.”
By the way, as a fun fact, Water witches are often considered the deadliest at magical combat.  Fire witches are showy, but igniting stuff takes time.  Wind is slower and Earth is slowest.  But cutting off blood supplies to brains and hearts can be done in a microsecond.  And for power, a stream of high-pressure water can cut like a saw.  I could only imagine what my girlfriend had looked like in action.
“Ready?” Veronica asked, appearing from nowhere.  “You can demonstrate our return home portal as your final lesson.  Put these bitches in their places.”
“Fierce,” I said to her.
“I fight fierce, Mack, but I love even fiercer.  If you get us back to school, I can show you.”
“One portal, coming right up.”




Chapter 40

“You ready, Sutton?”
I glanced from Jenks to Stacia and her team, taking in Holly’s smirk, Kristin’s grin, Alex’s casual confidence, and, of course, the arched platinum eyebrow of the White Wolf.
“Yup.  Let’s do this.”
“Okay,” Jenks said, glancing at his clipboard.  “You have a full ten-minute head start, but pursuit continues to the forty-minute mark.  No safe zone, just constant evasion.  Clear?”
“Clear.”
“Okay.  Ready,” he said, holding my eyes as he held up a digital stopwatch.  “Go!” he said as his thumb mashed the start button.
I tore away from Arcane’s main entrance at a full sprint, running flat-out across the parking lot.  At the far side, I ran right at the chain link fence, leapt as high as I could, grabbing the top edge of fencing, pulling my body up till my stomach was even with the top, then bent forward, grabbing the links from the outside and flipping my lower body and legs over.  A simple twist of my hips as I fell and I was able to land on my feet, outside the grounds and now on a neighbor’s property.  And I happened to know that said neighbor had an electric scooter parked by the rear door, a quality bike lock fastening it to a metal pole.
The rules said I could only use what I carried every day.  Well, my Omega bracelet hadn’t left my wrist since France, so when I held it near the lock and the clasp fell away, that was okay, right?
Likewise, the scooter started immediately despite its missing key, and I zipped out of the dark shadows onto the street, heading south for downtown as fast as the electric motor would go.
Six minutes later, I stashed the scooter in an alley off Maple, noting the figures of Billy and Clarissa, who would watch over it.  Billy nodded as I headed for the corner where Church Street intersected Maple.  Keitan was standing near the fenced-off entrance to the tunnel, stepping back as I unlocked the padlock with a wave of my wrist.  Almost the entire student body of Arcane was spread out across Burlington, mostly to observe, but also to prevent any bystanders from either getting hurt or, to a lesser degree, interfering with the hunt.
A city-marked aluminum ladder set into the mouth of the tunnel let me down into the darkness below.  My heart almost stopped in my chest at the tall, shadowy figure standing in my path in the tunnel.  The I saw the gleam of a microdrone hovering in the air.  Hologram.  “You helping or hindering?” I asked Declan’s projection.  “Just watching the fun, Mack,” he said, then blinked out.
My dad’s watch buzzed on my wrist, telling me my ten-minute lead was up.  The wolves were now hunting.
I used a tiny rechargeable LED flashlight to see the tunnel’s floor.  It was a trick our low light instructor had mentioned.  Use a small light for administrative tasks while saving your tactical light for, well, tactical stuff. 
Survival class recon efforts had revealed that the tunnel ran for almost five full blocks, downhill toward the lake.  But a third of the way down block number three, a side spur ran perpendicular to the main path, going right under a row of refurbished townhomes and ending under the building’s parking lot.
Dellwood and Matthew had found a bricked-over opening that led into the basement of one of the middle townhomes.  The mortar had been strategically weakened by steel-hard claws and fingers but otherwise left intact.  A white chalk X in the center of the bricks showed me exactly where to apply my booted foot to knock it open.
I took care to watch my step as I entered the basement; twisting an ankle on a fallen brick would end my run almost before it began.  By now, the pack would be downtown, as human-form weres can run for miles faster than an Olympic sprinter.  Perhaps even following my scent to the tunnel.  I turned back and took a small plastic vial from the pocket of my jacket.  It too was a regular component of my everyday carry, powdered aconite—monkshood—wolfsbane.
It was one of the few poisons that could affect a werewolf, although in highly powdered form and low doses like my vial, it was more of an irritant and possibly, even, an aphrodisiac.  Not as virulent for weres as, say, rowan wood, it would still distract whoever was tasked with following me.  I spread the powder over the rough opening, dusting even the sides of the remaining bricks in case they were grabbed with bare fingers.
That done, I crept to the stairs, still using my LED on its lowest setting.  The homeowner, one Miss Aubry Winslow, should be working the Friday dinner shift of an Italian restaurant on Church Street, but it paid to be careful. 
Hearing no sounds from upstairs, I climbed the stairs and entered the kitchen, my beam of light picking up Aubry’s Maine Coon cat, who, according to Jenks’s intelligence briefing, was named Shadow.
Shadow blinked at me once before slipping out of the kitchen.  I took a moment, alone in Aubry’s kitchen, to light a really fat joint of particularly odorous marijuana and waft its smoke across my clothes, skin, and hair.  Then I turned my jacket inside out and pulled a watch cap from a pocket, put them both on, and reapplied the skunky-smelling smoke.  A familiar hoody wearing figure blinked into being.   “Clever,” he said with a smirk.  “Always thought you might be a closet stoner, Mack.”  Then he was gone again.   Pain in my ass.
The pot idea came from Sierra, who had mentioned how common it was to smell marijuana in downtown Burlington and how well it masked other odors.  We took it to Darla and decided an ester wasn’t as effective as the real thing.
In the woods, I would use pine scent on my clothes and fox urine on my shoes.  In the Vermont urban jungle, I used pot.
The back door out the kitchen led me to a parking area, and a cold breeze from the west made me glad I had applied my masking scent indoors.  By now, at least one of the pack was likely somewhere to my east and the winds would have brought my scent right to them.  Here was hoping the pot worked.
From here, my path lay northwest, toward the lake but giving up some of the distance the scooter had earned me.  If I kept going in this direction, I would come to the shorefront with its boats and possible escape across the dark waters of Lake Champlain. 
It was the carefully considered opinion of Jenks and Dellwood that my hunters would spread out, either using radios, cell phones, or even ultrasonic dog whistles to keep in touch with each other.  Therefore, I needed to stick to shadows, relight my joint periodically for cover scent, and move carefully, which meant pretending to stumble a bit like a very high person might. 
I was almost to King Street, moving behind a pizza place that was doing a heavy Friday night business, when my brain suddenly sent my gaze back over a lanky, sweatshirt-wearing form leaning against a telephone pole, watching me.  Of course.  He just couldn’t stay away, could he?   Although as I watched him, I realized that he wasn’t a hologram here.
He was almost smack dab in my path, so I just continued heading for him, continuing to scan around me, head on a swivel.  It was when I was only about twenty feet away that my returning sweep picked up the figure behind Declan.  A familiar combination of green sweatshirt, jeans, and work boots lit up the alarms in my brain and I broke into a run, right hand reaching under my shirt.  “Behind you!” I yelled, unconcerned that my distinctive voice would likely be heard by my hunters.
Declan turned just as the guy who had confronted me jabbed his right hand forward.  Once, twice, three times.  Then my pistol was out, up, sighted on green hoodie, and firing.
Dan the instructor had made it a point to emphasize that every shot you take must be a separate deliberate decision.  Jenks says fire till they fall.  I deliberately shot the man stabbing my friend five times in less than three seconds.  He fell, but so did Declan.
Training took over, my eyes scanning for more threats as I caught my buddy, my right hand holstering my gun before touching my shield charm.  A blue film winked into being before fading to invisibility as we both collapsed to the ground, Declan groaning in pain.  Next to the shield amulet was my steel vial of blood and I yanked it off, reaching around Declan with my left hand to pull up his sweatshirt so I could dump the potent blood into the open wound.  The gray nano bracelet on my wrist suddenly morphed, a dollop of liquid material dripping off of it and into the same wound, where it spread out like a super-high-tech bandage.
Rapid footsteps brought my hand back to my holster, but I recognized Veronica’s feminine form as she raced over from wherever she had been positioned.
“He’s bleeding,” I said, watching her eyes lose focus.
“I can’t get through his magic,” she said, eyes wide.
“Declan, let her in,” I said, giving him a little shake as I dropped my own shield.  His eyes rolled in his head but I saw Ronnie’s eyes narrow suddenly.
“Okay, he has three punctures, two moderate ones, but one pierced his left kidney,” she said.
“We need to get him to Arcane.  We’re sitting ducks out here,” I said.  “There.  That Tesla,” I said, pointing.
She turned and raised her left arm, her own Omega bracelet jangling on her wrist.  The car started itself and pulled out of its parking spot as a screaming whistle announced the arrival of a baseball-sized drone.
“I have alerted
all personnel that we are returning to Arcane,” Omega said as the car slammed itself to a stop next to us.  “I am dealing with an additional attack on my resources.”
I scooped my buddy up, adrenaline making the lift effortless as the car doors opened themselves.  Ronnie grabbed his feet, slipping them past the doorframe as I pushed him into the car.  We both dove in as the tires squealed, the car already moving before we were fully in.
I pulled myself upright, then yanked Declan’s vial of blood off the breakaway dog tag chain around his neck.  The top twisted off and I held it to his lips.  “Drink it,” I commanded.
He gulped.  “So boss… ssy,” he said, grimacing with pain.
The car slipped around the corner and I saw several unknown forms arriving at green hoodie’s body as the whole scene disappeared behind us.
“Omega, who was that?”
“Clary and Darla are securing the scene,” he said as the car careened onto another street, my muscles straining to keep Declan from shifting as Ronnie fell sideways in the back seat.
“What happened?” she asked as she straightened her position.
I hadn’t really processed it yet, but some of the answers seemed pretty obvious.  “Someone alerted them to the hunt tonight.  They must have guessed he couldn’t stay away.”
“Tami is assisting Clary and Darla in gathering evidence.  The weapon used to injure Father is rather telling,” Omega said.  “Arrival at Arcane in seventeen seconds.”
A handful of heartbeats later, we raced through the gates and into a swarm of guards, several medics, Dr. Rosewell, Jenks, and Gina.  We barely had Declan out of the car and onto the school’s medical gurney when a fast-moving blur leapt completely over the fence, arriving at his side almost before I could process who she was.
Stacia grabbed his hands and his eyes, which had been shut against the pain, snapped open.  Sniffing him quickly, her eyes rose to mine, demanding answers.
“Same guy who approached me.  Three stabs before I dropped him.  Chris blood inside and out and nano bandage,” I reported.
“He’s stable and Veronica assures me that both internal and external bleeding has stopped,” Dr.  Rosewell, the school doctor said.  “He is, however, in great pain, so I have administered a painkiller.  But overall, he is in no danger.”
“Correction,” Omega said.  “Everyone is in danger.  Simultaneous with Father’s attack, one of my Obliterators was briefly subverted by Vorsook technology that made it into the hands of humans.  It had time to slow the Moscow kinetic metal ball’s orbital velocity enough for it to begin dropping out of geosynchronous orbit.  I calculate we have somewhere on the order of forty-three minutes before two thousand tons of steel impacts somewhere in North America.”
I looked from Stacia to Declan just as his eyes slid shut and he went unconscious.




Chapter 41

A steel strong hand fisted my jacket and yanked me off my feet.  Arms like Burmese pythons wrapped around me and squeezed. 
“Ooof” exploded out of me as Stacia hugged me—hard.  Ronnie was standing there looking simultaneously worried and annoyed, her hand rising like she might throw magic.  Stacia’s left hand shot out and grabbed Ronnie by the front of her own jacket, pulling her into the hug.  Ronnie squeaked like a dog’s chew toy.
“Thank you,” Stacia said, her face muffled into my jacket.  “Also, why do you smell like you’ve been smoking pot?” she asked.  “You, on the other hand, smell great,” she said to Ronnie.
“Stacia, we’re taking him inside,” Holly called. She and Dr. Rosewell were wheeling the gurney.
“Thank you,” Stacia whispered one more time, then shot across the space to her mate’s side.
“Forty-three minutes until impact,” Omega said, his avatar appearing as more drones arrived.
I looked around.  At least a third of Arcane’s student body was standing outside the facility, every one of them looking at me—including Gina and Jenks.  More kids were streaming into the parking area as they responded to the recall.
“What do we do?  Mack?  Omega?” Gina asked.
The answer was obvious.  “Declan would either slow the doom ball by stealing its energy or create a portal between it and the ground.  Send it out into space.  That’s what we have to do,” I said, already looking over the parking lot.
“I agree,” Omega said.  “I can provide exact entry and exit coordinates and help with construction, but I do not have the ability to actually open a portal.”
“We need witches, and we need this parking lot,” I said, looking around.  Half the older witches were there and maybe two-thirds of the younger group.  We needed them all, but not right away.
“Clear a spot on the parking lot,” I yelled out, waving my arms to get kids moving.  “Jetta, move our truck.”  She nodded and started toward it.  “Wait!  Move it just over there; we’ll circle it and use it for power.  Leave the power plant on.”
I turned back and found everyone waiting on my next words.  “Omega, how big does the circle need to be?”
“The sphere is approximately twenty-five feet in diameter.  Accommodating for margin of error, forty feet should be sufficient.  I can create the circle with drones, but witches will need to go over my lines or it won’t power up.”
Two drones lifted away, one sitting center of the parking lot, the other circling it while burning a line in the pavement with an energy beam.
“Do it and also cut the quadrants,” I said.  “Alice, clear all debris from this space.  Tami, we’ll need something like the sand you use for spells?”
“We can use the maintenance guys’ sidewalk sand,” she said.  “The salt mixed into it will help the portal barrier.”
“Good idea. Grab as many helpers as you can.  Omega, I need another circle around my truck, as I plan on tapping its power.”
“Actually, I can put an Obliterator inside an additional circle to add to your power needs,” he said.
Alice was already using wind to blow the lot clean, and Clary was gathering a group of weres to help Tami, Erika, and Zuzanna gather five-gallon buckets of sand from the maintenance shed.
“Ronnie, you and Alice need to do the spell matrix on the truck and Obliterator circles to convert that power,” I said.  “And we need chalk,” I yelled out.
“Got a bucket here,” Jetta yelled back as she reached into the bed of our truck.
I looked around at the crowd, picking out faces like I was picking teammates for dodge ball.
“Nadia, Paige, Lanfen, Zoya, Michelle,” I yelled.  “Grab chalk and draw the exit quadrant.  Omega will provide exit coordinates.  Jet, you, and me are on the entrance quad.  Elise, you are in charge of gathering every witch here as they arrive.  We need them spaced around the circle evenly.”
“Everyone?” she asked.
“Every single witch,” I said, grabbing a stick of sickly green chalk from my sister and following her into the circle.
A bucket brigade was moving sand to Tami’s team, where the three of them were pouring it into the blackened, perfectly arched grooves that Omega’s drones had cut into the asphalt.  Alice and Veronica were busy inside twenty-foot circles that held our truck and a single hovering Obliterator, and smaller drones were continuing to cut the precise lines we needed to make this thing work.
By now, we had done this exercise dozens of times, first in regular class and lately with the list of vital supplies and hidden luxuries.  It was simply on a larger scale—a much larger scale.  I got a third of the runes needed for the entrance quad done, then looked over at my sister.  Jetta had a bit more than a third done as well and was starting on the final bit.  She’d have to wait for the coordinates from Omega, but the rest of the matrix was pretty much rote by this point.
“Twenty-nine minutes,” Omega called out suddenly.
I stood up and looked it over with a critical eye.  The group I selected for the exit were perfectionists, and their work showed it.  “Lanfen and Nadia.  Let the others finish up.  You two start on the middle quads.”
The middle quads were the power plant of the matrix, the parts that actually tore reality apart, one quad to power the entrance, the other for the exit.  This was, again, pretty standard stuff, and the two foreign witches had long ago proven they had it down cold.
I checked Alice and Veronica, finding them looking slightly stumped. 
“We have the equations down, but how do we mix both circles?” Ronnie asked. 
“You don’t.  The portal circle will convert all power that is input from outside of it and send it where you point with your vector runes.”
Alice looked at me, frowning, clearly not buying it.  “I don’t remember Declan ever saying that?”
“Really?  Because I do,” I said.  “But then again, it might have been one of the twenty or so times I helped him outside of class.”
“In other words, Alice,” Ronnie said, “take his word for it.”
“Sure. Not like doomsday is depending on it or anything,” Alice replied.
“Mack is correct,” Omega said, suddenly standing next to us.  Which was a bit surreal as I could see another version of him standing next to my sister across the parking lot, giving her the final coordinates.
“Alright, witches gather around the circle and begin building up your personal power.  Matrix team, finish your runes, but don’t rush it.  Omega, please review the whole thing.”
“Yes, Mack, but I would like you to review it as well,” Omega said.  “Here is a projection from above.”
A holographic image of the giant circles appeared in front of me and I studied it quickly.  “Tami, can you reinforce the sand on the lines connecting the power circles to the portal matrix.  They look thin.”
“Twenty-five minutes,” Omega called out as Tami ran a bucket load of sand over the connections.
“Everyone not finishing a rune, get on the outside of the circles,” I called.  “We’re powering this thing up in thirty seconds.”
Alice and Veronica ran to spots on the circle, Lanfen joining the other side.  Nadia and Tami were the last to get in line but as they did, a problem became evident.  The witches were holding hands, but the last few to join revealed a ten-foot gap.  We didn’t have enough witches to hold hands around the circumference of the forty-foot circle.
“You and Jetta must join to complete it,” Omega said suddenly.
I looked at my sister, alarmed.  We had never joined a circle before, not being real witches.
“Mack, Jetta, get in here,” Veronica yelled, holding out her hand to me.  Alice held hers toward Jetta and then my sister and I jumped into line.  I grabbed my girlfriend’s hand and my sister’s and the circle was complete, the hair on my neck rising instantly as power built.
“Alright, witches, circle it to me,” Erika said, as she was standing at the apex of the circle, the point where power would enter.  The lines of the massive array in front of us were already glowing slightly, the power of the truck and the Obliterator providing a baseline level of energy.
The power circled widdershins—or counterclockwise—and I felt when it entered my hand from Jetta’s and when it moved to Veronica’s.  I met my girlfriend’s eyes, her smile wide even as we faced the apocalypse.  
 
“That’s it, ladies. Especially you, Mack,” Erika called as her long blonde hair rose and floated in the still night air.
“I told you he was a pretty boy,” Dellwood said from outside the circle and the entire group of students laughed, like a valve letting off overpressure from a boiler—you know, because speeding ball of death.
“Whoa, this is a buttload of power,” Erika said.  Before anyone could offer a snarky comment, she let go of her sister’s left hand and used her right to pour the power into the construct.  The lines snapped and popped, glowing bright blue.
“How will we know if it works?” Clary asked from behind us.
“When we don’t die?” Matthew offered.
“I am projecting a real time view now,” Omega said and the space over our giant glowing matrix suddenly showed two separate views high over the earth, the dark edge of space barely visible in one and fully on display in the second.  A massive white-hot orb of fire burned through the atmosphere, headed straight for Earth.  The projection suddenly shifted sideways by a few feet, just enough to show a razor-thin, perfectly circular mirror hanging motionless in midair.  The gargantuan sphere of plasma-hot steel flashed into the mirror, vanishing into nothing.  The second scene simultaneously saw the orb heading away from us, into space, the white already fading to yellows and oranges as it hit galactic cold.
The orb shrank without a sound and no one said a single word until Omega broke the silence.  “Congratulations, Arcane.”
“Yeah, get it, witches,” Colin said and suddenly everyone was cheering and clapping, the matrix going black as the portal shut off.
“Very well done, everyone,” Gina said.  “You should all be very proud.”
“So should you, Gina,” Jenks offered.  “Your students just saved the world, or at least a big part of it.”
“Mack, you stink,” Dellwood said.
“Like really, really bad weed,” Sierra agreed, and the entire school laughed at me.
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“This is what the attacker used,” Detective Montrose said, holding out a pointed object encased in a plastic evidence bag.
“Can we open it?” Declan asked, moving in his hospital bed to lean forward.  Stacia stopped him with a hand to his shoulder, then used the bed’s remote to power it forward.
“Let the kidney heal, D,” she said softly.
Montrose watched the interaction with interest even as he reached into a pocket and pulled out blue nitrile gloves.  Opening the bag, he pulled out the sticker.  It looked primitive, a six or seven-inch-long stick of black wood with a black glass point lashed to it.  Instantly, it floated up out of his hand, hanging suspended in front of Declan.
The rest of us crowded around.  Myself, Jetta, Ronnie, Gina, both Chris and Alex Gordon, Tanya, Lydia, and Nika.  About all we could squeeze into the little Arcane medical room.
“That looks like writing or runes,” Alex said.  “And the point isn’t obsidian.”
I recognized the little spear point with a sudden shock.  “Oh God It’s zirconium oxide,” I said, “my zirconium oxide.  I bent down to pull up my left pantleg, which in turn let me pull the odd blade strapped to my leg.
My obsidian-handled knife had a zirconium oxide blade, the tip of which was broken off.  I held it up to the weapon floating in midair.  The tip matched the broken part of my blade. Motherfucker!
“You sank that into Lilith’s leg,” Declan said, “to save my life.  Also, can you all see what’s on that handle?”
Everyone moved nearer, except Montrose, his eyes darting sideways to Stacia just a bit nervously.  She ignored him, leaning forward alongside her boyfriend to get a closer look at the wooden handle.
“The bottom part is witch-demon trade language, and the upper part is something else,” Declan said.  “Omega?”
The sentient AI’s avatar popped into being, sitting on the bed next to Declan, startling the detective but no one else.  “Sumerian, Father.  It is, I believe, a spell matrix.  Rather than direct imposition of will, it is a request to the universe for the attached message to reach the skin of the intended.”
Declan frowned, then snorted.  “It hacked my body shield by requesting entry to deliver a message,” he said.  “Bending probability and reality just a little.  That’s clever.”
“What does the message say?” Tanya asked. 
“Patience is not a virtue of those who are not virtuous,” Omega translated.
“Hell has grown impatient,” Alex Gordon said.  “We took too long, and they did all this to express their displeasure.”
Tanya snorted, then turned to Montrose.  “Detective, have we identified the attacker that Mack put down?”
“Fingerprints were negative, but DNA indicates he was a US Army soldier purportedly killed in Afghanistan, Derrick Lindy.  He had a tattoo of an X-acto knife on his forearm,” the detective reported.
“He was AIR,” Chris guessed, looking at Gina.
“Oracle has never been certain that they rolled up all of the cells,” she said, looking a little pale.
“So, you’re saying Hell recruited an ex-AIR agent to attack Declan?” Stacia asked.  “Does that mean the entire request by Mira Wright was a setup for this?  And who let them know all of our plans tonight?”
“There is not sufficient information to determine that with any degree of certainty, Stacia,” Omega said.  “Yet I will not be shocked if that is the case.  Also, Mason Conboy has not returned to the school[SHG1].  Records show he left early this morning, which might answer your last question, Stacia.”
“But you have trackers on him?” I asked.
“I do.  He is currently crossing the Saint Lawrence River, attempting to get into Canada.  Agents of Oracle are waiting to pick him up.”
“The shitty thing is that we finished the contract yesterday in the early hours of the morning,” Chris said.
“Do we even have any deal after they tried to kill Declan?” Stacia asked, eyes flashing yellow.
“I think it was just a message, love,” Declan said in a careful tone, putting his hand over hers.  “He stabbed me three times, hard, but I almost feel like he paused or went slower than he could have.”
“Yeah, he was staring right at me,” I said.  “He looked… defiant, I guess.  Even as my gun came up and I started firing.”
“A message with a sharp warning,” Tanya said.
“That doesn’t answer my question.  Do we still make any deal at all?” Stacia asked.
“Oh, I think it is worth it to humanity to still make the deal,” Chris said, but he was smiling, and it wasn’t a nice smile.  Sent shivers all down my spine.
“But we’ll send the message back with a warning of our own, perhaps?” Tanya asked, one brow arched.
“Yeah, I vote for a real sharp warning,” Stacia agreed, “because not doing anything seems like a victim move.  Demons do not respect weakness.  Any ideas?”
I was looking at the anti-demon blade in my hand when Ronnie gave me a little nudge with her elbow.  I glanced up and met her gaze, my motions catching everyone’s attention. 
“I know that look, Sutton,” Declan said, head tilted.  “Apparently Veronica does too.”
“I was just wondering where this blessed zirconium oxide came from, and if there was more?  Like, enough to fill a booby-trapped package with the finished contract in it. You know, the contract that Declan should portal back to Hell.”
“Oh, like shrapnel,” Lydia said, nodding.  “That would send a sharp message.”
“I think the Vatican could be relied upon to help supply that kind of diplomatic response to Hell,” Chris said.  “I’ll make a few calls.”
“You know, Mack, it’s lucky for me that you and I are friends,” Declan said suddenly.
“Lucky for all of us,” Stacia said.
“Well, it’s been pretty lucky for Jet and myself too,” I said as Ronnie started to pull me toward the door.  “And now, apparently, we have somewhere to go.”
“We’ll be back,” Ronnie said with a smile as I was almost yanked out of the room.
Behind me I heard Lydia.  “Nika, where is he going?”
“Unless I miss my guess,” Nika responded, “I think Mack’s about to get some luck of his own.”




Chapter 43

“She’s back,” Gina said.  “In the conference room.”
“Awesome,” I said.  “You ready, Jetta?”
“Hold your horses a minute.  I gotta get the props,” she replied, heading toward the stairwell to the dorms.  Her boyfriend, Matthew, was in the doorway when she opened it, a medium-sized cardboard box in his arms.
“Thanks, babe,” she said to him, taking the box. 
“You need backup?” he asked, first her but included me in his glance.
“We’ve got backup,” I said.
“I bet you do,” he nodded, grinning.
“Okay, ready,” Jetta said as Matthew headed back upstairs.
I waited till the fire door closed, then leaned over and whispered, “Since when can he access your room?”
“Since Sierra was up there studying, nosey.  As if Ronnie can’t get into yours for a booty call any time she wants,” she answered, not bothering to whisper.
“That’s different.  I’m older.”
She blew a raspberry as we marched to the conference room.  Inside we found Mira, sitting prim and poised at the head of the table. 
“Mack, Jetta.  You’re both looking well,” she said.
“Hi, Mira,” Jetta said.
“Hello,” I said.
We took our seats and smiled at her almost simultaneously.  Jetta set the box on the empty chair next to hers and I could see Mira glancing at it with interest.
“So, what can we do for you today?” I asked.
“You were successful in convincing your friend to move those necessary goods,” she said.
“They got where they needed to be?” I asked.
“For the most part,” she allowed.
“What?  What does that mean?” Jetta asked.
“Well, it seems that there are a few missing items,” Mira said.
“What’s missing?” I asked.
“It’s very minor and not important, but it is concerning,” she said.  “Did you supervise the transfers personally?”
“Are you asking if we looked over the shoulder of Earth’s Steward after asking him for a gigantic favor?” I asked in disbelief.
“I’ll take that as a no.  Perhaps on this second run, you could keep an eye on the process,” she suggested, sliding a sheet of paper toward us.
“You think he took stuff?” Jetta asked, eyes wide.
“Oh, I wouldn’t accuse anyone of that. It’s just, there were discrepancies,” Mira said.
“Perhaps it was the people who packed it all?” I asked.
She shook her head.  “They’ve been… questioned, and the packing process was double-checked.”
“Wow,” Jetta said.  “This is crazy.  What could have happened?”
“It’s all water under the bridge, my dear, but perhaps you two could take care to watch over this next one?”
“You know, I don’t like it.  I feel… cheated and I want answers,” I said, my voice rising nicely.
“Now, now, Mack,” Mira said, but I wasn’t listening.  I leapt out of my chair and yanked open the door.  Leaning out, I yelled, “Get in here, right now?”
I turned back to Mira with a look of satisfaction on my face.  “Now we’ll get some answers,” I assured her.
Behind me, I felt the moment he entered the open doorway.  That’s a lie.  What really happened was I saw the moment Mira laid eyes on Declan as he came in.  Her eyes widened out probably as far as humanly possible and her face went as pale white as the paper she had handed us.
“There, now we can get to the bottom of this,” I said.  “Declan, Mira said there was stuff missing from the shipments?”
“You mean the shipments that you and the rest of the student body of Arcane moved?” he asked mildly.
“Yes.  Exactly.  She won’t say what it was, but I’m thinking it’s all the stuff in Jetta’s box over there,” I said.
“This stuff?” Jetta asked, dumping the box onto the tabletop. 
Two small bottles of Pappy Van Winkle bourbon rolled out, along with a dozen wrapped Cuban cigars, a bottle of Viagra, two bottles of hydrocodone, and a fifth of Absolut Black Crystal vodka.
“That look right to you, Mira?” Jetta asked.
She was unable to stop the look of horror that flashed across her face, but she did manage to calm her features.  “I think we’re done here,” she said, standing so suddenly, she almost fell over backward.  “I need to go.”
“You do,” Declan agreed calmly and suddenly we weren’t in the room anymore.  We seemed to be high on a granite ridge looking down over an evergreen forest with massive snowcapped mountains stretching as far as the eye could see.
“Canada or Alaska?” I asked him, looking around with interest.  The air was bitingly cold and I could smell balsam.  When I turned back to him, he had heavy jackets draped over both arms. 
“Alaska,” he said, handing a jacket to Jetta, then two to me.  I, in turn, gave the smaller of the two to Mira, who was frozen in fear, eyes jerking back and forth as she took it all in.
I got my jacket on, and then Jetta and I had to help Mira get hers on, as she seemed to be in shock.
“Mira,” I said.  She didn’t react.  “Mira,” I said louder. 
She jumped and looked at me.
“I’m afraid we need some answers about this whole thing,” I said. 
“What?” she asked.
“You know. The black market goods, the ex-AIR operatives, the reps from Hell, Mason Conboy?” 
A frisson of fear flickered in her eyes, then was put away like a summer sweater as fall arrives.
“I don’t know what you mean?”
“Hmm, what do you think, Declan?” I asked. 
Before he could answer, a sound suddenly lifted into the cold air, a howl that rose in volume as it rang through the valley, the hair on my neck raising along with it.  The gut-wrenching, bowel-loosening cry of a hunting werewolf.  Immediately, four more voices rose to match it.  They were not far away.
“Ah.  Time is running out, I think,” I said.
“Exactly,” Declan agreed.
“The pack is coming, Mira, and the only thing that will stop them are answers,” Jetta said.
Mira looked from my sister to me, her eyes avoiding Declan altogether.  She flinched as another set of howls rang out, this time much closer.
Mira’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish, her eyes wild.  On either side of our ridge came the sounds of branches breaking while claws clicking on stone came from the rocks behind us.  Huge fur-covered shapes slid into the clearing.  Black fur, tan fur, gray fur, one truly enormous wolf with both black and tan, and finally, one wolf of solid white fur.
“Time’s up, Mira,” I said as she backed toward the edge of the cliff.  Perhaps she’d jump, I wondered.  She looked over her shoulder at the steep drop, the only way to escape the jaws and claws of the Shetland pony-sized wolves that slinked around Jetta, Declan, and me.
The jump might be my choice, but I’m not certain of that.  You might just break bones and limbs and lie there in pain until death comes.  Maybe I would fight.  Couldn’t win, but fighting seemed better.
She chose neither, falling to her knees, her mouth opening and words flowing out like an arterial spray of secrets.  Names, places, plots; it all came out in a single unending run-on sentence.  We stood and listened, not bothering to take notes, as Omega surely was recording.  Even the wolves sat on their haunches and listened.  It took a solid thirteen minutes for her to run dry, and it was quite a tale.  A lot of what we guessed and some stuff we didn’t. 
By the time her words ran out, Mira’s face had gone slack and she was just staring at the ground.  Declan exchanged a glance with the white wolf and Stacia got back to all four feet, moving over like an avalanche of fur till she was right in front of Mira.  She lowered her head until Mira’s eyes couldn’t avoid hers, then moved forward, a low growl starting and growing as her lips pulled back from giant white teeth.  The growl built until Mira was shaking from either fear or the base soundwaves bouncing off her chest.  Maybe both.  Then it stopped and Stacia backed away, holding Mira’s gaze with her own yellow eyes.  When she was four feet away, she turned her back and flowed gracefully to Declan.
“Mira,” I called, “we’ll handle the shipments from here.”
She looked at me uncomprehendingly, clearly in deep shock.  And then in the blink of a witch’s eye, she was just gone.
I turned to Declan with my brow up. 
“I sent her to the Secretary of State’s office.  He was having a meeting when she appeared.”
Tan, naked skin showed up in my peripheral vision.  Part of my brain begged me to look; another part decided that was not the best idea.
Declan produced sets of sweats, which he started to hand out as the wolves around us began to Change back.  Stacia was dressed in gray by the time Holly stood up, buck naked but smiling.  “New personal best,” she said, looking me right in the eyes.  Eye contact with weres is tricky.  But when they instigate it in a positive way, it’s generally okay to reciprocate.  The trick is to keep your gaze on theirs and not let it wander. 
The other wolves were still writhing about, and with those, I was careful to not make eye contact, instead helping Jetta unload hot food from a big box bearing a New York deli logo that appeared like all the clothes and jackets.
When the wolves were dressed, with the exception of Awasos, and each was holding a big metal plate of macaroni and cheese or lasagna, Jetta and I grabbed some for ourselves and Declan.  ’Sos ate his right out of a big aluminum pan on the ground.
“That went well,” Alex commented.  He looked about forty, an exceptionally fit forty, with a sprinkle of gray at his temples. 
“Nothing like hearing the call of a hunting werewolf to loosen your tongue,” Jetta said.
“Tongue, bladder, bowels,” I said.  “Can we skip the rematch?” I asked Stacia.  “There’s suddenly a lot to get done.”
“Yeah, that’s cool.  You had a good run going,” she commented.  “Dusting the tunnel with powdered wolfsbane was clever.”
“As was the pot scent,” Kristin said.
“Where did you get that wolfsbane?” Holly asked.
“We grow it at Arcane.  I like to powder it extra fine,” I said.  “Were you the one who touched it?” I asked her.
“Yeah.  You don’t happen to have more, do you?” she asked, brows up.
I reached into a hidden pocket on my belt and pulled a little plastic canister free.  She held out her hand and I dropped it in.  She gave me a quick smile and tucked the canister away in her sweats pocket.  “Got a date with that Dellwood later,” she said.
I wanted to make a smart-ass comment but frankly, Holly kind of scares me. 
“That hit the spot, and this is a beautiful spot,” Alex said, putting down his plate.  “Only way to make it better would be with a good cigar.”
“And a nice bourbon,” I said, turning to Jetta.  Her box was by her feet, and she pulled out some cigars and the Pappy.
“Pretty lucky it all went so well,” I said.
Everyone laughed.  “If you say so Mack,” Stacia said.  “If you say so.”
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[SHG1]Okay, so this answers that question I asked during the circle scene, but Mack should notice his absence. Mack is observant enough to make note of it.
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