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Chapter 1


 

 The jungle was lush and verdant, dense with life and beauty.  A palate of greens ranging through every conceivable shade, the greatest diversity of plant and animal life anywhere on the planet. 
   
 That selfsame richness served to cover an intense and violent competition for resources that never ceased. Plant versus plant, plant versus insect versus bird, reptile, mammal, and amphibian.  Fungus versus everything.  Life cycles as short as a day and as long as centuries. 
 And deep in the thickest, densest part of the biggest stretch of unbroken rain forest, the oldest, largest tree on the planet dominated all.  Stretching up over four hundred feet tall, the ancient tree loomed up out of the canopy like a dark green island in a sea of lighter greens.  At least that’s how it appeared to the flyer as she approached from the north.  Clinging tightly to the leathery back of her ride, her eyes were locked on the sight of the giant pendara tree that was, in every way possible, her home. In fact, her people had named it the Home Tree for that very reason. 
   
 High-pitched cries of warning screamed out from the top branches of the massive growth and her flyer screamed back in greeting.  Closer now, she could see the shapes of roosting dactilyns shuffling about amongst the thick leaves of the forest giant.  Her dactilyn pumped its long, leathery wings faster, rushing the last few units of distance, excited to gain the safety of its flock and to rest its tired body. 
   
 She let go of the reins, giving the beast its head, knowing that the weaving, bobbing flight through the outermost branches was much too complex for even a seasoned pilot as herself to attempt.  The dactilyn’s specialized brain would easily make the thousands of intricate calculations and split-second course corrections that would swoop, jerk, dart, and shift them through the hard, thorn-covered branches that crowned the giant tree. 
   
 Clutching the riding harness, she gave herself over to the last crazy life-and-death moments of her ride, grinning like a child at the predictable rush of adrenaline that flooded her body. 
   
 The dactilyn finished a final set of particularly stomach-twisting maneuvers, ending by grabbing its chosen branch with both feet, sharp talons barely piercing the dense bark.  The pilot ended her flight hanging from the back of her dactilyn as it stood upright after landing.  Deftly unhooking herself from the harness, she lightly dropped down to the branch before reaching up to grab her pack.  A pair of tenders approached, giving her a respectful bow before stepping up to settle the great beast and remove its flight harness, careful to avoid the toothy jaws.  She nodded back at them, accepting their deference as her rightful due.  Giving the beast a pat, she stepped lightly down the branch, the tenders quickly moving out of her way.   
   
 The highest branches of the pendara were exposed to much more wind than was ever present below the top of the jungle canopy, and the gales of fresh air shook her living pathway as she moved along its length.  Despite the swaying of the branch and the sharp buffets of air, she moved easily, never in danger of falling.  The branch grew thicker as she got closer to the central trunk and a series of thick vines appeared, stretching down from the top of the tree, disappearing into the green and brown sea below.  She grabbed a vine, stepped off her branch, and slid skillfully down past many more layers of tree, the radiating limbs getting bigger and thicker as she dropped past them.  Each level was populated by more and more of her people, and every one of them stopped to bow as she came sliding down the living ladder. 
   
 Halfway to her goal, she began to sense she was being watched by more than just the visible inhabitants of the Home Tree.  It was instinct really, just a feeling, but one honed by years of experience.  That subtle lift of hair on the back of the neck, a reflex that she knew tied her to those apes on Earth.  There was value in such baser biology, an inherent utility that not all of her people would admit to or give credence to.  But just as her faithful dactilyn had navigated the deadly thorns of the Home Tree’s branches, her finely tuned instincts warned her of invisible dangers. 
   
 The feeling grew the closer she got to the main level, which occupied a particularly wide branching of the Home Tree’s trunk roughly two-thirds of the way up.  It helped that she knew damned well what was lurking in the green bowers of the tree.  She had, after all, trained those very watchers. 
   
 Arriving at her destination, she ignored the approach of her mother’s servants, looking out over their bowing backs to the bark of the main trunk, to the thickets of broad leaves beyond.  “Better, Sillian,” she said to a section of green and brown foliage.  After a couple of seconds, the vegetation moved, stepping out to become first a biped, then resolving into a dangerous-looking male of her people. 
   
 “How did you know, Princess?” he asked. 
   
 “You’re blocking part of the air flowing out of my mother’s chambers.  It’s a subtle detail but exactly the type of thing an assassin would be trained to notice.  You must blade your body more sideways and not just depend on the living camouflage of your armor,” she said, poking a finger at the now shiny blue surface of his chitinous body suit. 
   
 “Yes, Princess.” He bowed before stepping back to seemingly disappear into the jungle tree’s growth. 
   
 Eirwen, Princess of Summer, gave herself a mental nod.  There were other watchers all around, better hidden, and her soft rebuke of their fellow would reinforce her standing among all the Hunters of Summer.  Perception was always key in the deadly Summer Court, and especially so among the defenders of the queen. 
   
 She moved closer to the trunk, seeming to almost be in danger of running into it, but instead stepped into a staggered offset opening that was, like the guards, hidden in plain sight by the very bark and wood it was made from. Stepping into the dip in the trunk, she turned right, into the entrance to her mother’s Court.  The way was dark, but her feet unerringly found the path that they had known all her substantial life.  There were more dangers here, defenses that would instantly strike down any intruder.  Only her scent saved her, the pheromones of her body identifying her to the biological weapons systems her mother had created. 
   
  Moving around the arcing path that penetrated deeper into the massive pendara, a soft glow appearing ahead.  It grew as she moved in a counterclockwise spiral into the tree, becoming bright enough to make out the walls of the passage and the smooth wood of the floor.  Then the source of the light came into view, a node, grown on the surface, high on the interior bark, that emitted a soft greenish illumination.  Beyond it, a second node shone even brighter, lighting her surroundings enough that she could now see that the path was growing wider.  A third node came into sight as she continued, and now the spiral opened into a space that was almost shocking in its size.  Heartwood Hall, the very center of the Home Tree and the most important of Mother’s throne rooms. 
   
 The room was almost bright after the dimness of the passage and Eirwen knew that those light nodes nearest the entrance would flare even brighter if her personal scent failed to identify her.  Any intruder would face blinding light just as they encountered Mother’s guards and the members of her inner court. 
   
 The green-clad Hunters who faced her at the opening were among the best fighters that Summer had, each armed with a deadly crystal-edged sword whose blade grew its own deadly neurotoxin. 
   
 Beyond the guards, the first of Summer’s court were visible, studying her with cold eyes, alert for any sign of weakness as they stood on the richly grained heartwood.  Opportunistic sycophants. Beautiful parasites leeching their sustenance from the Court.  Males and females both wore cool flowing layers of gossamer silk, dyed every color of the rainbow and festooned with glittering living gems, insects bred for their ability to glow and shine brighter than the most perfect diamond, emerald, or sapphire. Most of the silks were translucent and the wearers’ bodies were easily visible through the wispy, clingy material.  Physical beauty was the norm and showing it off the fashion.  By contrast, Eirwen’s dragonskin flying leathers hugged her curves but showed no skin.  It made her look more like a guard than a princess and from the sibilant whispers, much was being made of her lack of formal garb. 
   
 Mixed among the poisonous leeches of the court, Eirwen spotted the handful of advisors and officers of Summer who provided real value and kept the Summer Realm functioning smoothly.  The chamber’s walls arched inward as they rose, but the eventual ceiling was cloaked in darkness high overhead.  Eirwen knew that other dangers waited up there, more weapons the queen could command should she feel threatened, endangered, or more often, simply dissatisfied. 
   
 At the rear of the hall, her mother, Zinnia, Queen of Summer, sat upon a throne that was grown right into the wall, her personal blue-armored guard standing to her left.  The throne was a living chair of heartwood, perfectly molded to her mother’s slim form. She wore the lightest gown of ethereal green silk that covered, but did nothing to hide, her perfect body.  A tiara of golden crystal lay lightly on her light blonde hair, seemingly lit from within by the sun itself. 
   
 Eirwen bowed to her mother, ignoring the others and locking eyes with the only person in the whole tree whose opinion really mattered. 
   
 “Report,” Zinnia commanded. 
   
 “We lost both clutches of fliers.  Sudden powerful winds and storms that blew up at the last second,” Eirwen said. 
   
 “None got through?” Zinnia asked, frowning. 
   
 “None.  One got through the winds but was struck by lightning.  The ground troops fared no better.  They took losses at the river ford, this time by particularly large freshwater sarcorials, then more in unprovoked attacks by the various types of plains predators.  The survivors were killed by a funnel storm that formed and touched down suddenly.” 
   
 “How far did they get?  Halfway across?” Zinnia asked, her frown turning to a scowl. 
   
 “Not quite.  More like a third of the way,” Eirwen reported.   
   
 The Queen of Summer stared at her daughter, clearly deep in thought.  She turned to her left.  “What happens if he dies?” she asked.   
   
 A tall, painfully thin elf wearing brown robes came closer.  “We are not certain, my queen.  Either the land subsides and returns to normal or… it gets worse and tears itself apart.” 
   
 “Eight thousand years of record keeping and that’s the best your order can come up with?” she asked. 
   
 “This is unprecedented,” he said deferentially. 
   
 “Useless is what it is,” she said, waving him away.  She went back to staring at her daughter.  “Access?” she finally asked. 
   
 “Limited.  He closed the portals in the Middle Realm and most of our others are compromised by the humans.  We have a few, but they are all that’s left,” Eirwen said. “His talent with portals was not anticipated.” 
   
 “I imagine your cousin is seething,” Queen Zinnia said. 
   
 “Seething does not begin to describe her anger.  She requested her mother’s troll to transport her, but Morrigan denied her,” Eirwen said. 
   
 The queen sat motionless, eyes locked on her daughter.  Eirwen had learned long ago to stay silent and just stare back.  This was what it looked like when her mother did what she did best… plot. 
   
 “Awaken those in Slumber,” Zinnia said suddenly. 
   
 “As you command,” her daughter said.  “Target the boy?” 
   
 “Half.  The other half targets the betrayers,” the queen said. 
   
 Eirwen frowned but said nothing.  Her mother noticed.  “You think half is not enough?  You think they might very well fail?” 
   
 Eirwen nodded, once, sharply. 
   
 “You are most likely right.  I almost hope you are,” Zinnia said, smiling slightly. 
   
 Understanding bloomed on the princess’s face.  “It works either way?  He dies or doesn’t but then comes back?” she asked. 
   
 “Curious creatures, these humans.  It is often the death of them,” Zinnia, Queen of the Summer Realm, said with a deadly smile. 
 




Chapter 2


 


“And we’re back.  Top stories this hour… Anti Artificial Intelligence Protesters attempt to block the entrance to the White House grounds, demanding action to control the Omega AI.  Counter-protestors from the Omega Movement are present and tensions are high. The Human Purity group steps up its social media attacks on parents of children cured at the Demidova Clinic.  The United Nations Emergency Meeting melts down into violence between First and Third World countries over the decision to fight the Vorsook.  In Virginia, police hunt an accountant who murdered his wife and children in the middle of the night.  Witnesses say the man, who has no criminal record or history of violence, soaked his hat in his family’s blood and wore it as he calmly climbed into his car and drove away.  More now with our local VXOA correspondent, Callum Straus.  Callum?”


 

 The digital numbers on Mack’s bedside clock turned over one more time and I decided I had to go.  Sorry Callum, no time to hear your gruesome story. 
   
 I turned off my computer and pulled off the ear buds, replacing the right one with my Bluetooth earpiece.  I generally tried to not wake my roomie. Not that Mack would have really noticed a little sound.  Kid could sleep through a war. 
   
 A calm male voice spoke softly in my right ear. “Father, your meeting is in twenty-one minutes.  Traffic is normal.  There are still open parking slots in multiple locations.”


 

 I mouthed a thank you at the phone’s camera and grabbed my messenger bag, water bottle, car keys, and the phone.  Slipping out into the hall, I slowed the door’s closing to mask the sound of the lock clicking shut.  The wards around the doorframe snapped into place.  Frankly, my money was on the wards.  Any witch or telekinetic in Arcane could breach the door lock with a thought.  The wards, however, were some of my best work and while I wasn’t foolish enough to believe them inviolate I knew they would be a serious test for almost any witch on the planet.  Humble… that’s me.  But let’s be honest.  I am pretty good at this shit. 
   
 The wolves were in the dining room, and the whole pack turned and looked at me like a flock of synchronized birds… highly dangerous birds. 
   
 The biggest one raised one fuzzy black eyebrow at me.  “Whore lock,” he said. 
   
 “Pimple wolf,” I said back. He grimaced, one giant hand coming up to touch the red, angry blemish on his forehead.  Weres don’t usually get infections of any type—unless they’ve been messing with werewolf aphrodisiacs which, by the way, differ from werewolf poisons only by amount.  Monkshood, or wolfsbane, was a serious poison that could kill a were but in tiny doses caused an exaggerated Viagra effect.  It also lowered the LV immune response long enough for sebaceous glands to get mildly infected. Dellwood growled, frowned at me, and then, blessedly, shut up. 
   
 Having met the standards of Arcane etiquette, I headed to the breakfast sandwiches piled on one of the buffet tables. 
   
 The pack went back to eating and I grabbed an egg, sausage, and cheese-on-biscuit beauty, sliding it into a little wax paper to-go bag. 
   
 Gina Velasquez was just coming into the dining room as I got to the doorway. 
   
 “Declan, have you thought about that class for the younger witches?” she asked.  
   
 “I’m gonna start them on the whole borrowed energy technique.” 
   
 She looked surprised.  “Really?” 
   
 “I learned it young.  They need to start working on it now,” I said with a shrug. 
   
 “No way?” a breathless voice asked.  We turned to find a mini pack of mini witches in the hallway.  The speaker was Elise Morloft, an excited-looking Earth witch from Missouri.  Her early morning companions included a Fire witch named Cerise, a Water wielder named Morgan, and the only other male witch in the school, Mason Conboy, who was also of the Water affinity. 
   
 “That’s my plan.  I just have to find a spot in your schedules that works for everyone,” I said. 
   
 “Oh, I’ll drop out of any class that interferes with yours, Declan,” Cerise said.  Elsie and Morgan both nodded vigorously. 
   
 “Let’s not do anything too hasty, girls,” Gina said.  “I can probably give up some of my seminar time for a good cause.” 
   
 “Oh, please please do, Mrs. Velasquez,” Elsie said. 
   
 “Listen Gina, just let me know.  I’ve got a meeting with my advisor up at the university and I’m likely to be late,” I said.  She nodded and waved me through.  Mason held up a fist for a bump as I squeezed by, otherwise not looking notably excited by the prospect of my class.  He was the newest witch in Arcane and except for getting mouthy with the pack’s Alpha during his first week, he was starting to settle in.  I liked to think my influence was helping with that, but it could just be that he was happy to find himself surrounded by very attractive witches his own age who paid a great deal of attention to him. 
   
 The air outside was cold, a brisk March wind coming off Lake Champlain.  Wouldn’t be Burlington without a frigid wind.  Beast started right up and was quickly pumping out warm air from the heater, maybe helped along a bit by a little thermal “borrowing” I did from a newly arrived Arcane employee’s still cooling Honda. 
   
 Fifteen minutes later, I was finishing the last bite of my sandwich as I entered Votey Hall and found my way to James McCraken’s office on the second floor. 
   
 My advisor, a highly energetic thirty-something PhD with light brown hair, brown eyes, and a lean skier’s frame, was talking to himself as he worked through what was likely lines of code on one of his three monitors. 
   
 He caught sight of me almost immediately.  “Ah, O’Carroll, there you are,” he said, waving me into his office.  “My very own problem child,” he said, switching monitors and pulling up my records.  “Do you know you have the lowest GPA of any comp sci student?  You’ve got more incomplete classes, missed tests, and the worst attendance record of any student in the College of Engineering and Mathematical Sciences.” 
   
 I shrugged.  “Not surprising,” I said, feeling my stupid face flush a little at his words. 
   
 “Technically you should be on Academic Probation… no wait, you should have been on probation last semester.  This semester you should be gone,” he said, looking at me with a quizzical expression.  “But for some reason, you’re not.  Why is that, do you think?” he asked, an edge to his voice.  He leaned in, legs crossed, chin in his left hand, left elbow on his knee. 
   
 “I suspect my sponsor interceded on my behalf,” I said. 
   
 “Outside influence, then?” he asked, eyebrows raised.  His voice was even, yet I could tell he was severely aggravated. 
   

“He received calls from his Department Chair, the Vice President of Academic Affairs, the University President, and the Chairman of the University’s Board.  His hands have been tied,” Omega said in my ear. 
   
 “I’ve had… trying circumstances this year,” I said, feeling lame.  I wasn’t at liberty to discuss most of the events I’d participated in and even if I did, he’d never believe me. 
   
 “I’m aware of who you are, O’Carroll.  I don’t live under a rock.  You work for Demidova Corporation.  I’ve seen footage, albeit blurry footage, of you in Maine and New York City.  I don’t know what you do for them or why they’re so invested in you, but I thoroughly understand their ongoing contributions to this university.  I’ve had many, many explanations about the new Science building, the housing grants, and the piles of scholarships they’re paying,” he said, leaning back.  “I have to admit to a certain curiosity as to your connection to them.” 
   
 What was I supposed to say?  Oh, I’m from a long line of witches and I help them fight demons, monsters, aliens, and paparazzi. I also built the super quantum computer that is rapidly making your job obsolete, although you don’t seem to know it.  I’ve been away, off planet, fighting elves, dragons, and a nasty computer virus.  
   
 Part of me understood his frustration. Part of me was affronted that he was taking his anger out on me, and part of me just didn’t give a fuck. An image of my aunt admonishing my language popped into my head. 
   
 “You’d just as soon I wasn’t here, wouldn’t you?” I asked. 
   
 “Oh no, Mr. O’Carroll.  Because if you weren’t here, we wouldn’t get all these wonderful facilities and money.  No, what I wish is that you were in someone else’s office, being someone else’s problem,” he said.  I saw the exact moment he realized he might have gone too far. The little micro wince that flashed across his face. 
   
 “Thank you for your honesty.  I get it.  I’ve considered quitting, but I keep getting talked out of it.  I’m told my education is even more important now.  I explained that my grades suck, I keep getting pulled away and miss classes and all that.  They don’t care.  They don’t care if I get any grades at all.  They just want me to learn.  But frankly, I think you’re right.  I don’t feel my place is here in Comp Sci any longer.  The courses I need to take don’t have much to do with computers,” I said.  “Maybe we can switch me to some kind of self-designed major and get me a different advisor, or even none at all.” 
   
 He pulled back, eyebrows raised, completely taken aback. For a moment he was at a loss, then he spoke. 
   
 “What courses do you feel you need to take?” he asked. 
   
 I pulled out my phone, my note detailing proposed courses loading itself onto the screen, thanks to Omega. 
   
 “Intro to Political Theory, Intro to International Relations, Comparative Political Systems, Intro to Sociology, Developmental Sociological Theory, Geology 110–Earth materials, Geology 101–Field Geology, Environmental Geochemistry, Intro to Environmental Science, and Weather Systems, to start.” 
   
 He just looked at me.  Then he shook his head.  “You haven’t handled the workload this semester. What makes you think you can handle all those?” 
   
 “I don’t want to try to pass them. I want to audit them.  I’d do the papers and tests that seem germane but otherwise not,” I said. 
   
 “You realize every college kid in America would like that kind of setup?  Take a mess of classes, show up when you like, and skip the work,” he said. 
   
 It was my turn to lean forward.  “Professor McCraken, I’m not like any kid in this university.  I’m employed by Tatiana Demidova and Chris Gordon to handle problems that I’m not at liberty to explain to you. I report to them directly and all I can tell you is that it is vitally important.  If you look at those classes I did complete, you’ll see I did good work.  But I’m not here for a degree or to land a career or to impress anyone with honors or grade point averages. I’m never going to be inducted into a prestigious ancient society of overachievers, and I won’t likely graduate.  I would like to live long enough to legally drink in a bar.  But that’s too often in question. So  I need a background in a wide variety of things, and computer science is no longer part of that.  And as you noted, I get dragged away unexpectedly, and that will undoubtedly continue.  Unusual?  You have no idea.  Have you asked yourself why they would spend what they do and not care about my grades?  Because I don’t have the time or convenience to spend on studies and homework like a regular kid.  Personally, I think I should just skip all this, but Tanya feels the more time I spend in a regular college setting, the better.  Chris thinks hanging around other college kids will keep me grounded.  Demidova Corporation will spend millions for me to do that.  If you like, I can get them on the phone and we can hash this all out,” I said. 
   
 He pulled back again and then shook his head.  “If it was anyone else, I’d call your bluff, but then, there is all that news coverage,” he said, looking uncertain. 
   
 I pulled my phone and set it on his desk.  It lit up, dialing itself, the name Tatiana Demidova listed on the screen. 
   
 “Hey Declan, what’s up?  I’ve got a board meeting in a few minutes, but I want to know how your advisor meeting went?” 
   
 His eyebrows went north, possibly in danger of disappearing into his hairline. 
   
 “Um, well here’s the thing,” I said.  I hadn’t thought this part through. 
   
 “Let me guess… you’re right in the middle of it?” she asked. 
   
 “I’m trying to explain to Professor McCraken that I’m not here for grades anymore, just knowledge.  He’s a bit skeptical and frankly, I don’t blame him,” I said, drawing breath to get out the next part.  She interrupted me. 
   
 “Stop.  Don’t even say it.  We’ve been over this. You are so not quitting. You need to learn—a lot.  Plus you have your own classes to teach at Arcane.  If I have to buy the whole damned university or make my own, then that’s what we’re going to do,” she said. 
   
 McCraken was pale, eyes wide and mouth slightly open. 
   
 “Professor McCraken, help me out here,” she asked.  “Explain to Declan that although his life is abnormal and he’s tied up in national and global security and despite the fact that his skills are almost irreplaceable or maybe because of it, he needs to stay and learn with every moment that he can,” she said.   
   
 I recognized the tone.  Chris had told me long ago that she had abilities with her voice.  I’ve seen her pitch a tone that cut steel, but her most common and useful application of her powers was happening right now.  A glance at McCraken showed I was right and he was already a goner.  His head had started nodding and the shocked look had been replaced by earnest helpfulness.  Males were especially susceptible, but it overpowered most women, too.  Not my aunt, though.  Bounced right off Ashling O’Carroll like water from a goose’s feathers. 
   
 “Of course, Ms. Demidova,” he said, voice shaky. 
   
 “Oh please, call me Tanya.  You play such an important role in Declan’s education that I’m sure we’ll be in contact often.  Don’t you agree, Omega?” she asked. 
   

“Completely, Tanya.  Dr. McCraken has a wonderful background in education and despite the change of topics in Declan’s curriculum, computer science will always be of extreme interest to him.  Pursuing the wide range of courses in the fastest possible time will be a challenge to orchestrate and coordinate, not to mention smoothing over the various instructors involved.  Of course, with the full power of the university’s president and academic leaders, not to mention the ability to connect with you directly, Tanya, he should do wonderfully.  I will also offer my assistance in this endeavor,” my traitorous computer said. 
   
 Great.  Now she owned my advisor, body and soul. 
   
 “That’s… that was… Omega has a voice?” he asked. 
   

“Yes, Dr. McCraken. In fact, Declan helped me select it.”


 

 “You helped with the Omega project?” McCraken asked me, more shocked by that than anything to date. 
   
 “It is completely accurate in every sense to say that without Declan O’Carroll, I would not exist at all.”


 

 “So Professor, you agree that Declan must take advantage of his limited time to learn as much as possible, right?  I mean, he could be called on yet again at any moment to leave and protect Earth,” Tanya said. 
   
 “Of course.  I didn’t realize—I don’t think most people realize his reasons for his…” McCraken looked at my onscreen records and clearly didn’t know what to say. 
   
 “My crappy GPA?” I offered. 
   
 He nodded, clearly not wanting to say it out loud. 
   
 “Declan is highly competitive, Professor McCraken.  It’s just that his competitions are literally life and death.  It makes things like grades and attendance pale when you’ve had to fight for your life and the lives of your teammates as well as protect the civilians around you.  And our world will need to call on him even more, which is why anything he can learn will be vital,” she said, sealing my fate. 
   
 Nodding like a newly converted religious fanatic, McCraken struggled with whatever mixture of overpowering emotions her voice, words, and the introduction to Omega had created in him. 
   
 “Please rest assured, er, Tanya, that we will get him exposed to every type of class or lab he could possibly need.  It will take some doing, but we’ll do it,” the professor said. 
   
 “If it’s alright with you, Professor, I will help you with the university’s scheduling records.  If it’s not too much trouble, we can continue to use verbal contact rather then the texts and emails you used with me before,” Omega said. 
   
 Wow.  My AI was almost as smooth at this as Tanya. 
   
 “How will we do that?” he asked, almost squirming with excitement. 
   
 “You just speak and he’ll answer.  There’s always some phone or microphone around, as well as speakers.  Usually, I just have my phone and a Bluetooth earpiece so people don’t think I’m nuts,” I said.  “Well, that didn’t work out like I’d hoped.” 
   
 Tanya laughed and I about saw the professor’s eyes glaze at the sound of it.  “Silly boy, you know better.  How is your class with the Arcane girls going?” 
   
 “Pretty well.  They actually pay attention when it’s something they’re really interested in.  Gina wants me to teach the young ones so I’m gonna introduce the family specialty to them,” I said. 
   
 “That’s a huge thing, Declan.  A great thing because we’re gonna need every one of them that you can train, but giving up family secrets is a hard thing to do,” she said. “Alright, I have to run.  Lydia’s giving me the evil eye, so my board members must be getting restless.  Thank you, Professor, for your invaluable aid.  You have no idea how important it is for that young man in front of you to learn as much as he can in as short a time as possible.  I’ll be in touch.  Goodbye.”  
   
 The call ended and McCraken just looked at my phone for a few seconds before looking up at me. 
   
 “That really was Tatiana Demidova, wasn’t it?”  
   
 “Yes, but once she asks you to call her Tanya, you’d better do it,” I said.  “She doesn’t ask many people.” 
   
 “And she’s really a…” His words failed him. 
   
 “Vampire princess?” I helped out. 
   
 He nodded, speechless.   
   
 “Yup, but that’s kind of just the tip of the iceberg.  So now you see what I’m up against?” I asked. 
   
 “I have to ask, Declan, can I call you Declan?” I nodded and he went on.  “Just who are you?” 
   
 I understood what he was asking.  “So she’s a vampire and Chris is, well, the Hammer of God.  You know there is more out there, right?  More supernatural stuff that used to be just myth and legend?” 
   
 “Like werewolves?” he asked, voice dropping to almost a whisper. 
   
 “Yes, like werewolves.” 
   
 “Are you a werewolf?” he asked. 
   
 “No, but I live and work with them daily.  Do you remember what else has come to light recently?”  
   
 “Like the aliens, the Vorsook?  Oh, wait, do you mean witches?”  I nodded.  “They’re real too?  You?  You’re a… witch?” he asked, frowning. 
   
 “I am.  I teach witches,” I said. 
   
 “So you’re my equivalent in the hocus pocus world?” he tried to smile like it was a bad joke but I didn’t smile back. 
   
 “You could say that I got my doctorate in witchcraft at about the age of fourteen.  It’s a family thing.” 
   
 He thought about that, leaning back.  “Not to offend you and intending no disrespect to your… field of study, could you… maybe…” he trailed off. 
   
 “Show you witchcraft?” I asked.  He nodded, looking mildly embarrassed but extremely interested as well. 
   
 My magic wasn’t for show and tell, yet I needed to get this strange, makeshift major up and running and even with as much high-level support as I had, faculty buy-in was going to be difficult. 
   
 “Oddly, professor, witchcraft has much in common with computer programming.  We use programs to tell machines how to manipulate data.  Witches use spells to manipulate energy,” I said, holding up my right hand, palm to the ceiling.  A ball of fire burst into existence in the air above my hand.  The heat was palpable and McCraken pulled back, eyes wide.  “I suspect that the Physics department would be highly interested in what we do,” I said, changing the fire to an arc of blue crackling electricity.  Actually I cheated a bit, dumping the thermal energy into the building around me and pulling electric power through my left hand from the wall outlet on my side of his desk. 
   
 “But you don’t appear to be chanting, singing, or drawing anything?” he asked. 
   
 “Just as you can write and read lines of code as easily as talking, some of us can Craft using just our thoughts,” I said.  The arc traveled up between my thumb and index finger and then snapped out of being. 
   
 “Why do I feel like that is a gross understatement?” he asked. 
   
 My phone pinged and a schedule reminder popped up with a fifteen-minute warning for a Poly Sci class I wanted to sit in on. 
   
 “I’m going to try and make that class.  Hopefully the professor will let me listen in,” I said. 
   
 “Usually they get some kind of notification or request beforehand,” he said, frowning. 
   

“I have taken the liberty of sending just such a request from the office of the university president,” Omega said. 
   
 If anything, McCraken was more impressed with that than with my fire and lightning routine. 
   
 “If we tried to throw you out, it wouldn’t work, would it?” he asked. 
   
 “You tell me, Professor.  How much of our world runs on computers?” I asked, standing up to go.  “Still happy with your decision to stay on as my advisor?” 
   
 “Oh, I wouldn’t miss this for anything,” he said. 
   
 Leaving the Comp Sci department, I headed down the hill toward the parking lot where Beast was waiting for me.  The wind off the lake was brisk, making my eyes water, which was slightly embarrassing when three girls walked by me.  Two ignored me but one glanced my way just as a tear formed in my left eye. Turning away to my right was automatic, a basic social reflex.  It may have saved my life. 
   
 The attack came in a blur, a dark figure rushing at me over the snow mounded on the side of the sidewalk.  Literally right on me, my only reaction a double shove with both arms that pushed the speeding figure away and sent me falling backward, a sharp burn on my forehead. 
   
 




Chapter 3


 


 

 Falling back, my hands automatically slapped the ground as I rolled back.  I distinctly remember the cold, wet feeling of the concrete on my palms as I levered back up and then became aware of a warm, wet, gushing sensation on my face. 
   
 The figure, a man, had bowled over the three girls and was springing back to his feet with the elasticity of a rubber ball.  He was up and facing me before I could brace my left foot and right hand on the ground.  Before I pushed my body up high enough to draw my right leg back under me, he was already coming at me again, leading with a long black knife.  I blinked to clear my eyes of the fluid that was pouring into them. 
   
 My left hand was up in a block as I used the tactical stand-up to get off the ground and back into the fight.  It was a judo and Jiu-jitsu tactic that Jenks made us do as a warm-up exercise. 
   
 I wasn’t going to be quick enough because this guy was fast… real fast. 
   
 My left hand pushed out on its own when he was still ten feet away.  Mr. McFasty Feet flew backward fifteen yards, landing in the street just as a GMC pickup truck was accelerating out of the nearest crosswalk. 
   
 It should have hit him, but he somehow jumped straight up, high enough to clear the hood.  His booted feet stamped down, crumpling the GMC’s hood and sending him up into a forward flip that landed him in the snow by the curb. 
   
 He blurred sideways, right into the three girls, and came up with the very one that had glanced at me, his big tactical blade jammed against her neck.  
   
 Standing still but almost vibrating with energy, the man was fully visible for the first time.  Short and stocky, he was built like Mack, but Mack didn’t normally have lines of dried blood running down his face and into his t-shirt, and Mack couldn’t run a hundred meters in like three seconds, either.  Of course, neither could I.  This guy had a reddish black watch cap jammed down over his head, and it glistened in the morning sun.  He held the girl without effort despite her struggles and when one of her friends tried to get close, he kicked out with lazy ease, knocking the friend flying, his eyes never leaving mine. 
   
 Enough.  Twenty actions ran through my head, each discarded, one after the other.  The problem was time and speed combined with the hostage being pressed right up against him.  Thermal attack out, lightning ditto.  Kinetic blast would hurt her.  Air blade not accurate enough.  A kinetic object moving at bullet speed would be great, but I had to see to hit and my eyes were filled with blood.  Hmmm. Blood.   
   
 I double-checked my options, even as he bodily lifted her and started my way.  Nope, nothing that wouldn’t kill her except—water.  Time for something new.  
   
 I lifted my left hand and shut my useless eyes.  The senses I used were still new, a drunken gift from Middle Fairie.  I could feel the blood on my face.  I could sense the water weight of the hostage and, yes, I could feel the fluid-filled sack of crap that was the attacker. 
   
 I felt my left hand make a fist and pull.  Come to me.  Leave him.  Come to me.

   
 Someone screamed.  I opened my eyes and wiped away as much blood as I could.  The screamer was the remaining friend, as the kicked one was still on the ground.  The hostage was wide-eyed but silent with shock.  The attacker was frozen behind her, his own eyes wide but mostly because his eyelids and facial skin had dried up into leather.  The arm holding the knife had pulled away from her neck, the bare skin of his forearm shrunken down to rawhide.  He was smaller than before, lighter looking, and when the hostage girl finally grabbed his arm and pushed it away, the skin and muscle tore and it flopped away from him. 
   
 The girl fell forward and I saw the back of her hoodie was completely soaked through like she’d fallen into five inches of water. The man fell backward, body rigid, eyes staring straight up, mouth and lips drawn into a hideous, teeth-baring grin. 
   
 Students started to gather, and the driver of the pickup was helping the kicked girl get back to her feet. 
   
 More people arrived and someone pushed a cloth against my bleeding head, telling me that I was going to be all right, that head wounds always bled like crazy. I held the piece of cloth as the guy moved over to the hostage.  He seemed to know what he was doing, like EMT training or something.  Sirens filled the air, the sound getting louder by the second.  A group of college kids gathered around the fallen assailant, cell phones out, filming away.  A campus police SUV squealed to a halt, lights flashing. 
   
 Two hours later, I was still sitting in the UVM Medical Center Emergency room, trying to keep my hands away from the bandage on my forehead and finishing my statement to the police.  Gina Velasquez sat near me, listening carefully as I explained that I had no idea what had happened. 
   
 The officers taking my statement had wanted her to leave but she’d produced Oracle identification that somehow stopped their demands, although they were none too happy about it. 
   
 “So you attend this Oracle facility on Pine Street and you claim you don’t know what happened to the man?” 
   
 Gina took a breath, but I beat her to it.  “Not what I said, and you know it.  I said I didn’t know who he was or why he attacked or how he could move so fast, but that my vision was blurry with blood when he died and I didn’t see what happened,” I said. “Now you’re just doing that thing where you mis-quote me to rattle me.  You know my step-aunt is a deputy, right?” I asked officers Andreas and Borski. 
   
 Borski grimaced, but his partner didn’t so much as let a flicker of emotion cross her face.  Her response was canceled when the privacy curtain flipped aside, revealing Agent Krupp from the FBI Occult task force, who stood there, hard eyes taking in the whole scene. 
   
 Her credential folder was up and out before the cops could take a breath.  “This one’s mine,” she said, not taking her eyes off me. 
   
 “Since when do the Feds take an interest in campus assaults?” Officer Andreas asked. 
   
 Krupp’s head swiveled to her and now I saw a little micro flinch on Andreas’s face. 
   
 “Since the assailant crossed into Vermont this morning from New Hampshire after killing his girlfriend and soaking his hat in her blood,” Krupp said. 
   
 “Not to mention coming to Burlington to attack a known witch and employee of Demidova,” Andreas shot back. 
   
 I hadn’t mentioned any of that and my surprise must have shown on my face.  Mack says I’m his favorite card game victim for a reason. 
   
 “You don’t think we know who you are, kid?” Borski asked.  “Or your aunt?  Or Director Velasquez of the mysterious Arcane school?” 
   
 “Valid points, Officers.  Send me your report notes,” Krupp said, handing her card to Andreas, dismissing them by turning back to me. 
   
 The pair of Burlington cops closed up their notebooks and left without further comment. 
   
 Krupp took Andreas’s chair, eyes once again locked on me.  “So what happened?” she asked. 
   
 “I’m sure you know the gist of it, but essentially a dude wearing a bloody red cap attacked me and held a hostage,” I said. 
   
 “You emphasize red cap… why?” she asked. 
   
 “Again, I’m certain you know, but what the hell.  Let’s see—faster and stronger than human normal and wearing a blood-soaked red hat. It seems to fit the legends out of the UK of the infamous Red Caps.  And there’s a lot more than one of them, right?  Virginia, Washington, Nevada, Pennsylvania, Michigan, California, and Florida,” I said.  Omega had kept me informed while the ER doctor had knit my head back together. 
   
 “And this one drove straight over here to attack you,” Krupp said. “Why?” 
   
 “Let’s see… a mythological being from folklore is attacking me, recent vacationer to Planet Fairie,” I said.  “I’m guessing I forgot to tip the hotel staff, or maybe it was that towel I stole.” 
   
 I knew she knew about my recent sojourn, as my personal ghost-in-the-machine was again keeping tabs on, well, everything governmental. 
   
 “But what about the others?” Krupp asked.  “Think they’re lining up for a shot?” 
   
 “I will err on the side of caution and say yes.  Although there was that explosion in San Francisco that leveled a private warehouse and a murder-robbery in St. Petersburg, Florida at a marine salvage yard, so maybe a few are distracted.” 
   
 The curtain twitched aside again and Caeco was standing there.  Krupp didn’t turn as she spoke. “You were going to review the body?”  
   
 “I did.  It didn’t take all that long,” Caeco said, her eyes on me too. 
   
 “And?” 
   
 “The suspect is almost completely desiccated. Coroner has barely begun, but I heard and saw enough.  Almost all the water in the perp’s body is gone.  And seeing as the hostage he held at knifepoint was suddenly soaking wet, I’d say the attacker died of intense dehydration brought on by attacking a witch without a brain,” Caeco said. 
   
 I felt the frown on my face.  “You mean the attacker had no brain, or the witch?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes,” she said. 
   
 Krupp interrupted.  “You ever see anyone do a spell like that?” she asked Caeco. 
   
 “Nope.  Never heard of it, which leads me to think he did it?”  
   
 “He’s a Fire and Earth witch?” Krupp asked. 
   
 “Yeah, and Air too.  So why not a quadfecta?” Caeco asked. 
   
 Krupp’s eyebrows rose but she didn’t seem as shocked as she should have been.  Seems someone had been telling stories out of school about me again. 
   
 “Really?  That’s an interesting theory, Agent Jensen.  What do you think, Director Velasquez?  Any possibility of a four-power witch?” Krupp asked. 
   
 Gina, on the other hand, looked truly shocked.  Actually, her expression started at incredulous but flickered to shock before smoothing to blank.    
   
 “We don’t know…didn’t know, of any three-powered ones,” she said, staring at me like I was a new bug. 
   
 “I do,” Caeco said, frowning at my bandage.  “You getting slow, O’Carroll?” 
   
 “Dude was faster than you on your best day, Jensen,” I said. 
   
 “Can I talk to you in the hall a moment, Director Velasquez?” Krupp asked.  Gina nodded and followed her out of the emergency room. 
   
 That left Caeco watching me with a distasteful expression on her face. 
   
 “If it smells so bad in here, hop on out,” I said. 
   
 She shrugged. “Sometimes you gotta suck it up for the job.” 
   
 “Suck up.  Yeah I can see it,” I said. 
   
 “Well, you’re the expert.  Nobody does it better, do they?” she asked. 
   
 I thought of Fairie and laughed.  “Actually, I know a whole planet that wishes I was a better suck up.” 
   
 Another shot of shade rose up from inside her and almost made it to her mouth but suddenly died on the vine.  Instead, she took a breath.  “Fairie was rough?” 
   
 “Hard to tell.  I was drunk on magic the whole effing time,” I said.  She frowned and I could almost see her soldier-assassin brain trying to wrap around that.  “Explain?” she asked. 
   
 Part of me wanted to drop some snide comment, but another, stronger part was tired of the fight. 
   
 “Magic is so thick there that it’s hard to think straight.  It permeates everything.  How else could a thirty-ton dragon fly without jet propulsion?” 
   
 “Thirty tons?  You exaggerate,” she said. 
   
 “No, there were some even bigger.  It was like a Disney movie on crack.  Tinkerbell is a bug, a deadly stinging bug, Little Fuzzy is a flying piranha, Gollum is jacked like a boss ape, and the Keeblers all move like Mr. Red Cap, but with living weapons.” 
   
 She frowned and I knew she was working through the cultural references, but she had seen some of those things because I had helped introduce her to them. Not sure she’d get the H. Beam Piper reference though. 
   
 “So you suspect the queens of Fairie?” she asked, waving a hand at my forehead. 
   
 “Well, we parted on bad terms,” I said. 
   
 “How bad?” 
   
 “I kind of beat them both up and foiled their evil plans.  Plus I might have left a third of their world angry with them.” 
   
 “That I find entirely believable.  Nobody I know can piss people off like you,” she said. 
   
 “We all gotta play to our strengths.” 
   
 “So, Water, huh?” she asked. 
   
 “Don’t know what you’re talking about, Junior Agent Jensen.” 
   
 “You do know that you still have a few of my nanos roaming your, blood right?  And I can tell if you’re lying?” she asked. 
   
 “You do know I can ask Omega to just shut down all your nanos, right?” I said. 
   
 “You reprogrammed them, remember?” 
   
 “Yeah, so that your old bosses couldn’t do anything to you.  Never programmed them against a super-quantum AI that eats every other computer out there,” I said. 
   

“Except Vorsook computers.  They leave a bad taste in my processors,” Omega said from Caeco’s phone. 
   
 “Yeah, well, alien comp sci is an acquired taste, I hear,” I said. 
   
 “So it’s got your awful sense of humor too?” she asked. 
   
 “Please, I’m funny as F,” I said. 
   
 She opened her mouth to reply and Omega interrupted.  “Incoming Hostile,” he said. 
   
 My shields came up just as a dark shape loomed behind the fabric privacy screen.  Metal rings pinged as the curtain was ripped from its overhead track, the cloth coming down over Caeco’s head and torso.  A short dude with crazed eyes and a bloody head and bloody hat had his arms around a wrapped-up Caeco. 
   
 My magic was in full bloom, powered by the heat of the building, the power in its wiring, and the steady traffic through its elevators.  UVM med center is a Level 1 Trauma center and a very busy teaching hospital so I had tons of kinetic energy to pull if needed, but I did nothing.  Just sat back and watched as the Red Cap released one arm in order to grab a hatchet from its belt. 
   
 Bad move, Reddy.  Keeping both arms in place was pretty much your best shot right there. 
   
 Sure enough, a set of razor-sharp talons punched through the privacy cloth and ripped downward as soon as Reddy dropped his grip.  A thoroughly pissed-off Caeco tore through the thin material and jabbed those same sharpened fingernails at Reddy’s face.  Reddy leaned back but a jack-hammering knee smashed into his privates so fast, I couldn’t count the impacts.  Then a small fist with the clenched density of steel pistoned into Reddy’s throat and face like a junkyard car crusher. 
   
 Reddy fell back and almost onto the poor woman in the emergency bed one over from mine.  Not sure what she was in for, but she was in a gown under the covers and was pretty much out of it. 
   
 Nope, not cool.  I interceded.  Reddy fell backward and stopped against a wall of nothing.  Gotta give him this, his recovery time was pretty damned quick.  He bounced right back up with a front kick that was so fast, Caeco’s block missed it completely.  It hammered her in the gut, knocking her flying into the wall.  He started to turn my way but a blur wearing a government-approved suit caught him before he got even halfway around. 
   
 Krupp and Gina came barreling in, each with a gun, which wasn’t surprising with Krupp but was with Gina.  I guess once a cop, always a cop. 
   
 Reddy and junior G-girl were a spinning whirlwind of blows, kicks, and elbow strikes.  It was hard to tell what was exactly happening. 
   
 “Declan?  Aren’t you going to help her?” Gina asked. 
   
 “Hell no,” I said. 
   
 “What?” Gina scowled at me. 
   
 “She’s already really pissed at me.  How mad do you think she’d be if I broke up her fight?” I said.  “When was the last time you let her beat anyone up, Agent Krupp?” I asked. 
   
 “Never, other than training,” Krupp said, gun barrel moving in a little circle as she tried to keep tabs on the fight. 
   
 “See, Gina? Hasn’t had a real fight in months.  And you want me to be the one to stop it?” I asked, shaking my head. 
   
 There was a flurry of blurry blows and Reddy went flying into the wall, his face really bloody now.  Caeco was on him in a split second, arm cocked back, fist ready to crush his skull in.  She stopped herself as the attacker slid down the wall, eyes trying to focus. 
   
 Krupp started toward them but stopped when Caeco’s hand came up.  “Handcuffs won’t hold him, ma’am.  He’s too strong.”  She turned toward me and raised an eyebrow. 
   
 “See, now it’s okay to lend a hand,” I said aside to Gina, flicking one hand.  Reddy shot up to the ceiling and splayed out like a flattened bug, pressed into place by my kinetic shove. 
   
 “Can you hold that until Agent Jensen retrieves reinforced restraints?” Krupp asked me. 
   
 “Please.  He could probably take a nap and still hold that one in place,” Caeco said, straightening her now torn and disheveled suit.  She had a bruise on her cheekbone that was fading as I watched and her short hair was mussed but she looked relatively pleased with herself. 
   
 “Gotta let her beat people up more often, Agent.  She’s got a lot of pent-up anger inside,” I said to Krupp.   
   
 Caeco flashed me a middle finger as she headed out of the emergency room.  A small cluster of cops and a hospital security guard came in, eyes wide, looking around for the enemy. 
   
 Officer Andreas was among them and she looked at Krupp with raised eyebrows.  Krupp just pointed up at the ceiling.  Andreas followed her gaze, then took a step back when she spotted Reddy.  The other cops looked up too.  “What the fu—” one of them said. 
   
 Andreas looked at Krupp, then my way.  I gave her a little wave.  “You need any help with the, ah, suspect, Agent?” Andreas asked, her fellow cops still just staring up. 
   
 “Thank you, Officer. My partner is collecting special restraints for this one.  Mr. O’Carroll seems to have the situation in hand for the moment.” 
   
 Now all of them were studying me.  “So, I wonder where this one’s pals are?” I asked. 
 Nobody seemed to have an answer. 
 



Chapter 4


 

 “So where did we leave off?” I asked. 
   
 More than a dozen female faces stared back at me from the rows of seats.   “You had them set up the power sharing circle and run it for a minute each,” Mack said, looking at his iPad.  He was sitting a bit away from the girls, set up to take notes and generally help me run portal class.  Part of his fascination with magic. 
   
 “So far, after two weeks, that’s all you’ve taught us,” a fairly new witch said.  Alice Morloft, big sister to Elise and major pain in my ass. 
   
 “I’m sorry, Alice, did your last teacher in portal creation do things differently?” I asked. 
   
 She frowned at me but stayed silent.  This one was always busting my ass, stopping class to complain or question every damned thing I said.  I waited.  “Well?” 
   
 “I’ve never had a class in portals before,” she finally said with exasperation. 
   
 “Oh?  Why is that?” I asked. 
   
 She frowned as my point sank home.  She mumbled something.  “What was that?” I asked. 
   
 “Nobody teaches it,” she finally said. 
   
 “Oh?  Except here. By me,” I said. 
   
 “How do we know you can even do it?” she asked, unwilling to just shut the hell up. 
   
 That one stopped me.  I stared at her for a second, then turned my attention to the others.  “Is that something you all wonder?  If I can actually do it?  That I made it all up when I gated Mack, his sister, Ashley, and her dad all back to Earth from Fairie?  Anyone else have doubts?” I asked. 
   
 The witches’ expressions ranged from bored, on Erika, to wide-eyed, on Michelle, to blank, on Tami.  Ryanne looked at her fellow witches and then back to me.  “We don’t doubt ya, Dec.  We know ya did it.  We just don’t get this whole bloody circle business,” she said. 
   
 “Oh.  Didn’t I explain that portals take a huge butt load of power to open?” I asked. 
   
 Most of the faces nodded, but I didn’t see understanding.  “Maybe it’s a question of reference, Dec,” Mack said.  “When you say butt load it means something to you that’s different from what they think.  Maybe you gotta show them how much power you’re talking about? You know, how much power a butt can have,” he said, grinning at his own joke. 
   
 “Why is he here again? He can’t Craft,” Alice said. 
   
 “Alice, shut the hell up for a second and let some of the air in your lungs stay there long enough for your brain to get oxygen,” Erika said.  “Mack’s here because he’s obviously twenty times more useful to the class than you are.” 
   
 Alice glared at the tall blonde witch but the others around Erika were nodding, so she wisely kept her mouth shut.  “But a demonstration might help us understand,” Erika said, glancing my way. 
   
 “Who are you and what did you do with Erika?” I asked. 
   
 “She was naughty so I locked her away in my bedroom.  Wanna come check on her?” she asked with a sly look.   
   
 “Ah, there you are.  Okay, so none of you really get the amount of power I’m talking about, huh?”  I asked.  A few head shakes and a couple of shrugs. 
   
 “Mack, is it time to use up the other capacitors?” I asked. 
   
 “Might as well.  I’ve been worried that they’re leaking away power anyway,” he said, rummaging in his book bag.  The ladies looked interested as he pulled out a black silk bag from which he produced three wooden thingies.  None of the three were alike, but each was made from some type of wood. One was a circle of wild grapevine mixed with small branches of maple.  Another was constructed of birch bark and birch twigs, and the last was the white inner bark of a pine tree, coated liberally with pine pitch that had miniature seed cones stuck in it. 
   
 “Hey, those look like that bleeding thing ya zapped me with in China,” Ryanne said, leaning closer. 
   
 “Mack? You been zapping Ryanne without telling us?” Erika asked, one brow arched. 
   
 “Wait, those look like something you or Britta would make?” Tami asked, ignoring her roommate’s innuendo. 
   
 “I did make them,” Britta said.  “Traded them for a sweet little ritual knife he made.  They were unpowered though.” 
   
 “Key word is were,” I said.  “We took them to Fairie and let them soak up the ambient magic while we were there.  Ryanne, how powerful was the one Mack, ah, zapped you with?” 
   
 “Like a bolt of fecking lecky it was,” she said. 
   
 “Mack, you dog,” Erika said. 
   
 Ignoring the chuckles she got with that one, I pressed Ryanne.  “Like a jolt from a full circle?” 
   
 She nodded. 
   
 “Pass them around, Mack,” I said.  “Ladies, please just feel for their potential without taking any of it.” 
   
 Mack handed them out to different people and each time a witch would touch one, you could see their surprise at how much magic energy the wooden capacitors held. 
   
 While they were making the rounds, I drew a circle on the floor at my feet and wrote up a set of destination coordinates around its edge using the elvish glyphs I’d been taught.  When I was done, I collected the three objects of power.   
   
 “You’re right, Mack.  They each have a little less power.  They were stronger even just yesterday,” I said.  Then I reached over and snagged Alice’s phone off her desktop. 
   
 “Hey, what the F?” she demanded. 
   
 “Hold your hands out over your desk, palms up,” I said.  She frowned, looking like she was going to argue. 
   
 “Just do it, Alice,” Zuzanna said.  “He doesn’t care about your phone or what’s on it.  If he wanted that stuff, he’d just pull it off with his computer.” 
   
 Alice looked at her, then back my way.  Finally, she put both hands out on her desktop. 
   
 “Forward just a bit,” I said.  She sighed and rolled her eyes but pushed her hands forward. 
   
 “Perfect,” I said, heading back to my circle.  One after another, I touched each wooden artifact, sucking the stored magic out of them.  By the third one, my hair was starting to stand up on its own.   
   
 “Shite, I can feel it from here,” Ryanne said.   
   
 “Me too,” Michelle agreed. 
   
 I knelt down and touched the circle with my right index finger, powering up the gateway. 
   
 Excited chatter broke out as the girls saw the plate-sized opening appear in the air five feet above the circle, hovering perpendicular to the ground.   
   
 “Where is that?” Paige asked, squinting at the image in the portal.  Before they had time to figure it out, I tossed Alice’s phone through the gate. 
   
 “Hey,” was all Alice could say before her phone dropped out of the air over her head and right into her open hands. 
   
 There was a second’s pause, then they all started talking at once.  “Holy shit, that’s cool! Where’s the other opening?  Oh, I see it—up there by the light fixture. Hey, can I throw something through it?” 
   
 The last one was Alice.  “Yeah, but hurry. It’s gonna close in less than three minutes,” I said. 
   
 Suddenly, there was a mad rush of leggings, perfume, and Birkenstock sandals as two-thirds of the girls ran over and started tossing pencils, books, and at least one lipstick through the mini gate.  The other third of the class was busy catching the stuff that started falling through from above. 
   
 My estimate was off by a full minute, the circle snapping shut after only two minutes.  Luckily it was only a pencil that was in mid-transit as the portal closed.  The pointed part fell on the floor by my feet and the end with the eraser bounced off Alice’s desktop. 
   
 The class went dead silent as Zuzanna picked up the cleanly cut pieces. 
   
 “So what did you all learn?” I asked. 
   
 “Portals don’t last long,” Britta said. 
   
 “You don’t want to be in one when they close,” Paige said. 
   
 “They take a butt load of power to open and run,” Alice said, frowning. 
   
 “So what good are they if you have to use two full circles’ power to open a gate that travels ten feet for a couple of minutes?” Erika asked. 
   
 “Good question.  But first, it doesn’t matter whether it’s ten feet or ten miles.  There isn’t an additional cost to travel greater distance, at least on the same planet.  Breaching the gap between worlds is different,” I said.  “But this is why I’m teaching you how to share power and harvest some of it.” 
   
 “You want to store it, like you did with Britta’s craft catchers?” Erika asked. 
   
 “Exactly, although the craft catchers were more like capacitors and I want something more like a battery,” I said. 
   
 “What the bleeding ‘ell is a capacitor?” Ryanne asked. 
   
 I looked at Mack for help.  He looked back blankly for a second, then his face lit up.  “You know those hand-crank survival flashlights?  No batteries, you just wind the hell out of them for a few minutes and you get a few minutes of light?” 
   
 Ryanne and most of the witches nodded.  “My favorites were the shake-up ones,” Erika said, making a suggestive hand motion that made some of the witches laugh. 
   
 “Aaanyway, those use capacitors to store the power, but it’s very temporary because the electricity leaks away over a short time,” Mack said. 
   
 “As opposed to a battery that stores it for years,” Britta said. 
   
 “Nice analogy, Mack.  See, girls, he’s not just a pretty face,” I said. 
   
 “I’m that too,” he said with a wink at our audience. 
   
 “So I want to create a battery and we think we might have something,” I said.  Mack pulled a roundish object from his bookbag.  It was grapevine wound around a two-inch diameter disc of Rowan wood with a crystal in the center. 
   
 “The Rowan disc is scribed with both elvish and runic glyphs. The quartz was a little expensive because it’s very pure, and the grapevine was wrapped widdershins around the whole thing,” I explained. 
   
 “And you want to charge these with a circle?” Michelle asked. “That’s gonna take a whole bunch of time.” 
   
 “That’s one method, but it’s funny you should say it that way,” I said.  Just then, the door opened and Chris Gordon walked in, followed by Wade Pitcairn. 
   
 “Excuse the interruption, everyone. It’s just that I had orders to set eyes on your professor and make sure he’s okay,” Chris said. 
   
 “You can tell Tanya that I’m fine, Chris.  Just a scratch,” I said as he came closer, his eyes locked on the bandage on my head. 
   
 “Yeah, so that’s one, but she’s not the only one I have to answer to,” he said.   
   
 “I already Skyped Stacia,” I said, frowning slightly. 
   
 “Yeah, well she knows you can alter technology, so that was my second charge.  Lots of others, though,” he said.  “Plus I need to talk to you when class is over.  We’ll just sit in back.” 
   
 I looked from him to Wade, who smiled an evil grin.  “I just want to see how you teach,” he said, following Chris.  The girls were all smiling and watching the two newcomers, heads swiveling, fingers twirling hair. 
   
 “Bullshit.  Both of you come up here, please,” I said.  “My whole class will be shot to hell and the witch pack will develop neck issues if you sit back there.” 
   
 I pulled two chairs out in front, turning them to face the class.  “In fact, I’m gonna put you both to work.  Chris, please sit here and Wade, let’s have you over here.” 
   
 They both came back up front and sat in the chairs I offered them, exchanging amused glances. 
   
 “Now, before we were blessed with such august visitors, we were talking about charging our batteries.  Chris, would you hold up your God Tear necklace, please?” I asked.  “So this is like the ultimate magic battery—literally powered by God.  But it’s still just a storage device of sorts.  Happens that it was charged by God’s feelings when he was betrayed.  Which leads me to answering your question, Michelle.” 
   
 She instantly blushed when I brought all the attention to her but nodded for me to go on. 
   
 “So we know that strong feelings convey power. Here’s the very proof of that.  What other nonconventional ways do we have to generate spell power?  Tami?” I asked, singling her out.  A couple of hands went up, but I focused on Tami. 
   
 She locked serious eyes on mine, frowning a little, but then she spoke.  “There is always death magic.  The power of sacrifice,” she said, crossing her arms. 
   
 “Bingo!  Exactly.  And that brings us to Wade, er, Dr. Pitcairn,” I said, intoning his title with mock seriousness. 
   
 “Ya want to sacrifice the Prof, do ya?” Ryanne asked, frowning. 
   
 “Exactly,” I said.  Both Chris and Wade frowned at that.  “Notice he’s sitting in a circle that I chalked out before class started.  Notice I’ve used a mixture of elvish and runic forms as well.” 
   
 “Ah, Declan, what exactly are you doing?” Chris asked, looking just slightly concerned.   
   
 I held my expression for a second.  “Sacrificing Wade,” I said, then a couple of seconds later, I smiled. 
   
 “When a human or animal sacrifice is made, what are we really giving up?” I asked the class. 
   
 “Duh… our lives,” Erika said. 
   
 “Yes, but aren’t we all going to die sometime anyway?” I asked. 
   
 “But hopefully not today,” Wade said, joking but still mildly concerned. 
   
 “Exactly.  Not today.  Sometime in the future.  So what do we actually sacrifice?” I asked. 
   
 “The time we have left in this life?” Britta guessed. 
   
 “Give the witch a chocolate, Mack,” I said.  He reached in his bag and tossed her a Lake Champlain chocolate. 
   
 “Hey, you never said you were awarding chocolates!” Zuzanna said.  The others looked mildly rebellious.   
   
 I nodded at Mack, and he started to toss them all over the room.  Some stopped in midair and floated down to individual witches and some were caught the old-fashioned way. I always brought chocolate to class and always enough for everyone.  I’d like to say I thought of it myself but a certain lady werewolf suggested it was a worthwhile investment. 
   
 “So a death witch harvests the time that someone or some animal has left. Basically their leftover potential.  What if we harvest time that was just flat-out wasted?” I asked. 
   
 “What do you mean?” Erika said around a mouthful of dark chocolate that made her white teeth black and blotchy. 
   
 “Who has ever felt that they spent time somewhere, sitting or waiting, and regretted it as time they would never get back?” I asked, raising my hand.  Everyone in the class, including our two guests, raised their hands. 
   
 “So what would happen if Wade here was sitting in my circle, which, by the way, feeds power to that battery on Mack’s desk, and he felt like he was wasting his time here rather than being enthralled and secretly jealous of my teaching prowess?” 
   
 “If he felt it strongly enough, it might send a tiny, tiny erg of energy into the battery,” Tami said. 
   
 “What if I had a whole class of Wades, or better yet, one of Wade’s actual classes?” I said. 
   
 “Watch it, O’Carroll.  My classes are legend,” Wade mock growled at me. 
   
 Tami’s eyes got wider.  “A whole class of bored students would definitely generate a bit of power.  Not huge, though,” she said. 
   
 “Right, but then the next class comes in, and the one after that, day after day?” I asked. 
   
 “Like a trapline or a fish weir,” Britta said.  “It would always be working for you, the solar trickle charger of magic.” 
   
 “Both excellent analogies.  More chocolate, Mack… er… all around,” I said. “Our circles are active magic generators, like Mack’s hand crank or Erika’s… whatever.  These boredom circles, placed in the right locations, would be passive collectors, always working for us.” 
   
 “Holy shite, O’Carroll—that could be fecking brilliant,” Ryanne said, snagging a maple-filled candy from midair.  “If it bleeding works.” 
   
 “Do you know if it works?” Paige asked. 
   
 “Our experimentation seems to bear it out, but your homework for the next week is to try it yourselves.  We have two witch batteries for each of you, courtesy of Sutton-O’Carroll Fabrications, and an ultraviolet ink marker to lay down your circles.  A photo of the proper circle is being texted to all your phones right now,” I said.  “Now, ideas on areas where people feel they’re wasting their time?” 
   
 “College classes—most of mine, but especially econometrics,” Michelle said. 
   
 “Good. Others?” I asked. 
   
 “The Department of Motor Vehicles,” Paige said.   
   
 “Wedding ceremonies longer than a half hour,” Zuzanna said. “People want to get to the reception.”   
   
 “Everything to do with high school, especially for the senior class,” Britta said. 
   
 “Every graduation ceremony ever,” Erika said. 
   
 “All of those are very good.  I’m sure there are more.  So come get batteries and plan how you will go forth and conquer, but also not get caught,” I said. 
   
 Very quickly, the girls were swarming Mack, eagerly collecting batteries and pens while arguing over who got to spell what area and where.  I pretended not to hear Tami claim rights to Gina Velasquez’s evening seminar. 
   
 “So, what’s up?” I asked Chris, pulling up a chair next to his as the class got their stuff and began to gather around the room in pairs and groups to strategize. 
   
 “First, that was really good, Declan.  You have a knack for this stuff,” Chris said. 
   
 Wade turned from watching the mayhem around Mack, a frown on his face.  “As much as it pains me to say it, I don’t get anywhere near that much participation in my class on supernatural mythology,” he said. 
   
 “That’s because they’re only in that class because you’re teaching it.  Most of them probably know as much or more than you do,” I said.  His frown got deeper but Chris spoke before Wade could protest. 
   
 “Where did you get the idea for the wasted time spell?”  
   
 “Because he’s always in the longest lines,” Mack said, turning away from a friendly argument between Zuzanna and Ryanne over a local church whose pastor wasn’t very enthralling. 
   
 “What do you mean?” Chris asked him. 
   
 “He always picks the longest or slowest line?  It’s deliberate,” he said.  The witches had stopped talking and were all listening now. 
   
 “Why?” Chris asked me. 
   
 “Yeah, why?  You should never wait for lines,” Alice said, sincerely puzzled. 
   
 “Which is why I do,” I said, mildly peeved that Mack had offered up this tidbit. 
   
 “If you’re one of the strongest witches in existence, if not the strongest, with a super AI buddy, you can basically abuse any system anywhere.  So he doesn’t.  He makes himself wait, like an exercise in pain or anger management,” Mack said.  “Keeps himself honest and off that slippery slope of magic abuse.” 
   
 Yeah, I was definitely annoyed with him, a fact he didn’t seem to pick up on despite my glare in his direction.  Or maybe he did. 
   
 “Who you looking at?  Wanna go?  Wanna piece of this?” he asked, both fists up in mock seriousness before grinning at my annoyance.  “See, he’s pissed I said something, but do I worry? Do I fear for my safety or the sanctity of my social media sites?  No, because he forbids himself from that kind of thing.  Might have to watch what he puts under my pillow or who he might text if I leave my phone open and lying around, though, but that’s what any normal roomie might do.” 
   
 “You police yourself that severely?” Wade asked. Chris didn’t say anything, just looked at me with a thoughtful expression on his face. 
   
 “I answer to a higher authority,” I said, turning away to gather up my notes and stuff. 
   
 “You mean Stacia,” Tami said, giving me an uncharacteristic grin.  She almost never smiled. Now I knew why. It was more than a little creepy and I wished she would stop. 
   
 “Bingo!” Mack said, enjoying himself way, way too much. 
   
 “So back to the questions you had for me?” I asked Chris, trying to change the subject. 
   
 “Are any of ya really shocked?  I mean, do ya know the lad at all?” Ryanne asked. Damn, not working. 
   
 “What are you so worried about?” Wade asked. 
   
 “Oh, I don’t know—entitlement issues, overdeveloped ego, self-inflicted isolation, imbalance,” I said. 
   
 “Hah!  That last one is the biggie isn’t it?” Erika asked.  “You’re concerned about natural balance.” 
   
 “What’s that mean?” Wade asked. 
   
 “We, that is pretty much all witches, believe in balance in all things.  Erika’s guessed that Declan is concerned that his excessive skill and power places him out of balance and that the universe will find a way to bring him back, possibly violently,” Zuzanna said. 
   
 “Oh, well if that’s the case, no worries,” Chris said. 
   
 “Why would you say that?” I asked, unable to stop myself. 
   
 “Because Tanya and myself suffer from the same condition.  Why are we here and why do we have so much power?  The answer just revealed itself less than a month ago.” 
   
 “The Vorsook?” Britta guessed. 
   
 “Exactly.  A race that has conquered who knows how many worlds,” Chris said. 
   
 “Over seven thousand, four hundred and twenty-eight, according to the glimpse of their history I received during my… grapple with their AI,” Omega interjected over the room’s speakers. 
   
 “Never get tired of that,” Wade said, a look of mild awe on his face. 
   
 “So you think the reason we’re all here on Earth in this time is because of the Vorsook?” I asked Chris. 
   
 “Yeah, but more importantly, Tanya, Lydia, Senka, Galina, and most of the Coven feel that way,” he said. “The older vampires have a pretty long-term perspective that’s hard to come by.” 
   
 “Hmm, a space-going race of slave takers against little ole Earth,” Paige mused. 
   
 “With just you and him and your vampire to take them on?” Alice asked. 
   
 “And Omega and all of us, and Arcane and Oracle, and the other countries’ supernaturals,” Erika said. 
   
 “Wait, are you training us in portals in order to fight?” Alice asked, looking worried. 
   
 “You will likely have to fight whether you want to or not.  Being able to open portals to move people or stuff across the planet in the blink of an eye is a pretty huge asset,” I said.   
   
 “Or, say, open a portal to the Vorsook and drop a tactical nuke on their asses,” Mack said. 
   
 “My very thoughts exactly, Mack Sutton,” Omega said. “And Father is correct.  Moving troops and equipment in minutes is an enormous strategic advantage.”

   
 Alice looked panicked and I remembered that she hadn’t been in China with the others. 
   
 “The stronger all of us are, the better,” Chris said, patting her arm a little awkwardly. 
   
 “Drop a nuke?” she asked. 
   
 “Cross-dimensional and cross-interstellar space stuff is graduate level. You guys are in grade school,” I said. 
   
 “And you’re the professor?” Britta asked. 
   
 “More like graduate student-slash-TA,” I said.  You could almost hear them thinking about that. 
   
 But my comment was enough to distract Alice’s momentary panic. Additional support came from an unexpected direction. 
   
 “Easy there, Morloft. Don’t get your undies in a bunch.  We’ll get you up to speed,” Erika said. “Yo, Macky, you might want to get making up a bunch more of these battery shells. We’re gonna want to charge up all we can.” 
   
 “Hey Declan, can you open a gate by yourself?” Tami asked suddenly. 
   
 “I just did.  I know you were here because I saw you throw Erika’s lipstick through it,” I said. 
   
 “No, I mean without the batteries.  Could you gather enough power on your own?” she asked. The whole class was listening for my answer. 
   
 I thought about it for a moment or two.  Could I? 
   
 “If I was near enough to a large amount of energy, like a factory foundry or a nuclear power plant.  Or like thirty minutes on Fairie,” I said. “It may get easier with practice, though. I feel like there are more efficiencies to be had.” 
   
 “Fairie would be the easy way to charge these things,” Mack said, handing a battery to Wade. 
   
 “Wow, it’s getting late,” Chris said suddenly, looking up at the clock on the wall. 
   
 “Oh, that’s our time, everyone.  Go forth and charge your batteries,” I said.  Immediately, the girls started to gather their stuff and filter out of the room. 
   
 Wade was quizzing Mack on the batteries and Chris was looking at his phone as I cleaned up my teaching gear.   
   
 “So you make these?  And they work?” Wade asked. 
   
 “Sure. It’s like putting a machine together.  Declan optimized the first few but now I’ve got the feel for it,” Mack said. 
   
 “Feel for it?” Chris asked, suddenly interested. 
   
 “Yeah, which component goes best with the others, how to align each part within the whole, that kind of thing,” Mack said, a slight grin on his face. 
   
 Chris turned to me, eyebrows raised.  “Yes.  He’s learning to feel magic and he can use it with constructs and shaped spells if he uses a device to power the spell,” I said. 
   
 “You learned how to feel magic?” Wade asked, incredulous. 
   
 “Yes,” Mack said. 
   
 “I think we all have some latent genetic ability for it.  Almost everyone has some weird happenstance like thinking of a friend or loved one and getting a call or text from them the next minute,” I said.  “Witches are bred for it, so we’ve got huge advantages, but I think most folks have a touch of it.  Mack and Jetta have both been exposed to it here at Arcane, and I think their feelers are coming online.  Jetta helps us make these things too.” 
   
 “You’re saying magic is teachable?” Wade asked. 
   
 “Yes, within limits.  But with a source of power and a basic feel for the Craft, anyone could work some spells,” I said. “Smaller stuff.” 
   
 “Holy shit!” Wade said.  “Holy shit. I want to learn.” 
   
 I nodded.  “We can teach you.  Mack and Jetta could start, as they both have firsthand experience in learning to sense something I was born aware of.” 
   
 Chris was frowning.  “This is potentially good and bad,” he said. 
   
 “Like any technology.  It’s also not easy.  Being submerged in a whole group of witches who are constantly practicing magic really helped me and Jet,” Mack said.  “Like language immersion.  And I have to constantly work within my limits.  The least witch here can do things I never will, but I can now do things I never thought possible.” 
   
 “Mack, could you possibly talk to Wade about that?  I have some things to go over with Declan,” Chris said.  I wasn’t surprised.  There was no way he’d flown up here on a Demidova plane just to look me over. 
   
 “Here, come with me,” he said, heading out the door. 
   
   

 

 “Let’s grab a bite,” he said, leading me into the dining room, which was just down the hall. 
   
 There was always something available in Arcane’s dining room because weres burn calories like crazy and hungry weres are nothing to trifle with. 
   
 Sure enough, there were boxes of cereal, with milk, yogurt, and cheeses in a little glass-fronted fridge, as well as all kinds of fruit, different breads and bagels along with a selection of almond, sunflower, hazelnut, and peanut butters. And jelly.  Lots of jelly. 
   
 Chris helped himself to a bowl of Cheerios, looking at me quizzically as he made it. 
   
 “Nope, I’m good.  Tonight was taco night and I filled up,” I said, patting my still-full stomach. 
   
 Nobody else was in the room so we grabbed the first table nearby.  “So, yes I was sent to check up on you and also to look into the Red Caps.  Omega observed the autopsy of the dried one and is studying the live one that the Bureau has.  He feels strongly they are the product of Fairie and specifically the Summer Queen,” he said. 
   
 I nodded.   
   
 “Right, of course he filled you in.  Here’s the thing—only some of them came for you.  The others, which all appear to have been sleeper agents, killed, soaked their heads in blood and headed for several different venues,” he said. 
   
 “Like Roswell, Area 51, and some odd warehouses in Florida and California,” I said. 
   
 “Yes.  So the UFO connection is there, except the odd warehouses.  We’ve been looking into them.  The ownership trails are confusing to the point where Omega needed ground investigators to track some of the leads.  We think they end up with the Vorsook,” he said. 
   
 That was something Omega hadn’t gotten around to telling me. 
   
 Chris read my expression.  “I just got some of the details while you were teaching.  The Red Caps, who Doc Singh thinks draw their speed and strength from blood that soaks into non-human cellular structures on their scalp tissue, have been mostly attacking what might be Vorsook intelligence cells here on Earth.  You seem to have been a half-hearted afterthought, although there were two that got killed in shootouts with police in New York State.  They might have been headed this way.” 
   
 “So what’s the feeling?  The queens are pissed that the Vorsook are attempting to take Earth and striking back?  And the shots at me are what?  Bait?” I asked. 
   
 “What happens to Middle Fairie if you die?” Chris asked. 
   
 “I don’t know.  It might calm back down or it might just explode,” I said. 
   
 “Let’s face it.  The Red Cap this morning got in a lucky shot.  If I had just got my ass kicked by you, along with my sister and my dragon ally, I sure as shit wouldn’t send two piddling fairy killers to take you out.  The second one couldn’t take Caeco from ambush; how was it expected to handle you when your defenses were up?” he asked.  “We don’t think your death was the object, maybe a happy bonus, but we think they’re trying to lure you back to Fairie.” 
   
 “Right.  Makes sense.  Lure me back and kill me or take my power or something,” I said.  “Not gonna happen.  I’m staying right here,” I promised him. 
   
 “Here’s the thing.  We think you should go back,” he said. 
 




Chapter 5


 

   
 I think my mouth hung open a bit.  Chris actually looked at it and chuckled, then held up his hand, closing fingers and thumb like an alligator mouth. I shut my mouth. 
   
 “Crazy, right?” he asked.  “But here’s what we’re thinking.  First, that black diamond skin technology comes from Fairie, right?  And so does the counteragent to it.  Second, the Vorsook have conquered thousands of planets, yet not Fairie.  Why?  What is it about that planet that keeps them from attacking it?  They have trillions of bodies to throw at it, yet they don’t. What’s the queens’ secret to keeping them away?” 
   
 I nodded with his words but inside my head all I could think about was going back.  The thrill of that much magic, the connection to the Middle Realm, the danger of losing myself.  It must have showed.  Stupid face. 
   
 He pulled back and studied me.  “That idea worry you?” he asked.  I knew he meant the idea of going back, not the Vorsook ideas. 
   
 “Yes, mostly because I want to go so bad that it can’t be good.  But Stacia will never let me go back.” 
   
 “Stacia came up with the idea.  She would go with you, of course.  So would I.  And ‘Sos,” he said. 
   
 “You and ‘Sos?” I asked. 
   
 “Yeah, I’ve discovered I like traveling to new places.  And I wouldn’t mind having a conversation or two with these queens,” he said. 
   
 “What happens to your abilities when you leave Earth?” I asked a bit bluntly. 
   
 “Don’t know.  I suspect nothing.  I mentioned it to Barbiel and he just grinned and nodded,” Chris said. 
   
 “He didn’t say anything?” 
   
 “Oh, he said a lot.  Just not out loud.  He’s constrained by lots of rules about revealing too much.  But he works around that with body language and hints,” he said. 
   
 “And a grin and nod is Barbiel speak for go for it?” I asked. 
   
 “Exactly.  Listen, our thought is to go over for a quick recon.  Maybe a day or two, then pop back here.  If it works, we go back again for longer and search for more answers,” he said. 
   
 Ah, that made sense.  “You’re testing to see if I go batshit,” I said. 
   
 “I wouldn’t have phrased it like that, but, well, yeah,” he said. “We figure the three of us have a shot at wrestling you back here but we’re hung up on one little detail.” 
   
 “Portals,” I said. 
   
 “Portals,” he agreed.  “Please tell me you can get back there?” 
   
 “I can get back there,” I said. 
   
 “I asked Stacia if you had a way back and she just snorted like I was an idiot.  Then Lydia said that I was an idiot and of course you had a way back,” he said, smiling at the memory of being tormented by tiny Lydia. 
   
 “How are Aunties Lyd and Nika?  How are the twins?” I asked. 
   
 “Great all around.  Both already crawl and both have started to speak single words. The babies do too,” he said with a grin. “Wulf is the better speaker and Cara is the speedier crawler.” 
   
 “That’s not fair to Nika.  As for the babies, that seems early, not that I know shit about babies,” I said. 
   
 “They are ahead of schedule.  Advanced for their ages but other than that, no special powers or anything.  So how can you portal back over?” 
   
 “You know those batteries we handed out?” He nodded.  “I made some really big ones.  Omega is trickling raw magic essence directly from Fairie to here and charging up the big ones.  We left some of his mini drones on Fairie, in my, ah, realm.  That whole entanglement thing comes in handy.” 
   
 “Your realm?’’ he asked with a sly grin.  “How does it feel to say that?” 
   
 “Weird.  I think I left it a mess.  I have this need to go fix it.” 
   
 “And the power won’t suck, either?” 
   
 “No, that won’t suck, either.  But I think I can handle it better this time.  I talked to Aunt Ash about it and she may have come up with a solution.  Or at least a partial one.  Some spells to help me pace myself, bleed off the overage,” I said. 
   
 “How soon can we open a gate?”  
   
 “Omega?  How close is the first cell to being charged?” I asked. 
   
 “It is approximately seventy-three percent charged.  I may be able to speed up the process if I task additional drones with charging.  It could be at one hundred percent sometime between forty-eight and seventy-two hours.”


 

 “That’s pretty quick.  Stacia was doing some research into the companies that got attacked by the remaining Red Caps, half of whom are still at large.  She was going to finish up tomorrow and bring ‘Sos up with her by car. That would give us a bit of time to gear up and, more importantly, plan our recon.  Where will we come out?” 
   
 “Actually, I think I can pick almost anywhere in the Middle Realm.  If I think about it, I have a sort of, well, memory is the only word.  A memory of the whole realm.  We can talk about it, but I would think we should avoid Idiria or any inhabited area for our first jaunt.  Then maybe hit the city for the second one, if all goes well,” I said. 
   
 “Okay, that sounds solid.  Listen, I’m going to go to the guest room and Facetime Tanya and the twins.  Tomorrow let’s sit down and plan out our visits—maybe over breakfast?”  Then he frowned at me.  Well, at my head really.  Suddenly his hand blurred and was then holding a bandage—my bandage.  A second later, my head caught up.  “Ow!”  
   
 “That is almost fully healed,” he said, eyes narrowed. 
   
 “Still got a few of Caeco’s nanos floating around.  They speed that stuff up.” 
   
 “That’s gonna go over with a certain bombshell like a black wedding dress,” he said. 
   
 “Why did you say wedding dress?” I asked.  He ignored me and pulled a folding knife from his pocket.  The blade was Damascus and I recognized Mack’s work.  Opening the knife with a flick, he precisely jabbed his right index finger.  A bead of blood welled up.  Then his hand blurred again and a moment later, I felt wetness on my head.  “Hey,” I said, a linguistic genius as always. 
   
 “That’ll finish the job and more importantly leave a scent marker.  I’m not going to a hostile planet with Stacia on a jealous warpath,” he said. 
   
 “She’d be jealous?” I asked. 
   
 “In the words of Lydia, don’t be a moron.  Of course she’d be jealous.  Wolf mating tips 101.  No exes allowed.” 
   
 We set a time to meet and he headed to Arcane’s guest suite while I walked outside, using the bandage to rub his blood off my forehead before I climbed into Beast.  My faithful ride started right up and I headed to Castlebury under a blanket of stars and a half moon.   
   
 The kitchen lights were on in the family residence so I let myself in through the wards and then the locks of the back door of Aunt Ash’s restaurant, finding my aunt and Darcy, her life partner seated at the kitchen table with mugs of tea. 
   
 “Declan, lad, what brings ya out in the dark and cold of night?” my aunt asked. 
   
 “I needed to check my pet project in the barn and I also wanted to check in with you both after all the ruckus of this morning.” 
   
 “Ruckus he calls it,” Darcy said to my aunt, poking a thumb in my direction.  “Most excitement Burlington PD has had in years.  FBI, media, violent killers soaked in blood.” 
   
 “Yer alright are ya?” Ashling asked me. 
   
 “Yeah.  The first one caught me off guard.  I won’t let that happen again.” 
   
 “Am I to understand ye left the body a might parched, did ya?” Ashling asked. 
   
 “He had a hostage.  I needed a way to lock him down without the girl getting cut.” 
   
 “And ye happened to use a Water spell I’ve never heard a word about?” she pressed.  
   
 “I made it up,” I said. 
   
 She shook her head, staying silent, but the look on her face told me all I needed to know. 
   
 “Fire would have burned the girl, Earth wouldn’t have stopped his knife in time, and I couldn’t see clearly for any kind of kinetic or Air blast, so I improvised,” I said. 
   
 “Personally, I think it’s awesome,” Darcy said.  My aunt whipped around and raised one eyebrow.  Darcy just waved it off.  “Come on, Ash. You want a live Declan or a dead one?” 
   
 “It’s not the surviving I’m troubled by,” Ashling said.  “It’s the announcing to the world that ye’ve mastered the Water arts, it is.”   
   
 “Nobody announced anything.  The reports all vanished into the Feds’ hands,” Darcy said. 
   
 “Aye, but to a Crafter, it’s all too obvious, now isn’t it?” Ashling said. 
   
 “Is it?  You said yourself you’ve never heard of a spell that pulls all the water out of a living person at once,” Darcy said.  “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re kind of an authority on Crafting, even affinities you don’t hold.  Who’s gonna believe the kid now has a fourth affinity?” 
   
 “I’m for hoping it would just be a third to them, if ya see what I mean.  No one should be knowing about his Air abilities, now should they?” 
   
 I must have looked guilty because her single glance in my direction resulted in a long, hard stare. 
   
 “Caeco suspects the Air part and the Water part,” I said.  “I deflected as well as I could and luckily the second Red Cap attacked her.” 
   
 “That’s a lucky thing is it?  Ye might not be going with the girl but ye can’t be so cold as to be happy she was attacked?” 
   
 “Ah, Aunt Ash, have you ever seen her fight?  It wasn’t a fair match even though the Reddy caught her completely off guard.  Plus, I was refereeing the whole thing.” 
   
 “So ye left her to fend fer herself?” my aunt asked. 
   
 “Of course.  You think I would interfere in a fight she was winning? How much do you want her to hate me?”  
   
 “Ashling you’re beating him about the head and shoulders over the fact that he was fine,”Darcy said, getting up and moving around to hug me.  “For God’s sake, he only killed the one that held a hostage.  The other one he left in the hands of the closest federally appointed genetically engineered combat operative, but still stayed on overwatch.  He’s a good kid.  You raised a good kid who punishes himself more than you do. He’s not going bad.” 
   
 “No, but he’s going back ta Fairie, now isn’t he?” Ashling said, rushing out of her chair to hug me as well. 
   
 “You do know that I just found out about that like forty minutes ago, right?” I asked from inside my dual-aunt hug fest. 
   
 “It was clear ta me this very morn,” my aunt said.  Despite my growing abilities with Air, I knew I’d never match her in divination. 
   
 “Well, I’ll be going with God’s own Hammer and Stacia and almost two thousand pounds of combat were-bear-wolf.  Omega has drones on site and we’ll touch down somewhere uninhabited.” 
   
 “That place will be the death of ya, Declan me boy.  You cannae let yer guard down even fer an instant.” 
   
 “When I’m on Middle Fairie, nothing can sneak up on me, Aunt Ash.  And I’ve got some serious firepower on my side,” I said. 
   
 “Speaking of firepower, I’ve got something for you,” Darcy said, extricating herself from the hug.  She disappeared into their bedroom, leaving my aunt to hang on me. 
   
 “Listen to yer wolf, lad.  That one will give her life to protect ye,” Ashling said. 
   
 “And I would to protect her,” I said. 
   
 “Aye, of course ye would.  It’s the finding of a suitable girl for ye that isn’t after ye for yer power, that’s the key.  That one might admire ye for it, but she’s not interested in using ye.” 
   
 “So the right girl for me is a werewolf?” I asked, amused. 
   
 “That be the truth,” she said, finally letting me go. 
   
 Darcy came back out of the bedroom with a big ballistic nylon pistol case.  She had my complete attention as she unzipped it.  Inside was the smallest shotgun I’d ever seen. 
   
 “Serbu Super-Shorty.  Made from a Remington 870.  I’m transferring the tax stamp to you but it’s not done yet, so don’t get caught with it here on Earth.  Birthday present, but I’m giving it to you early for your trip,” Darcy said.  “Holds two shells in the tube and one in the chamber.  Don’t be giving it to your girlfriend when she drools over it.  Got it? No caving when she gives you that pouty look.” 
   
 “Wow, Darcy, where did you get it?” I asked, picking up the little gun and racking the action.  It slid open with buttery ease.  The whole thing had to be less than a foot and a half in length. 
   
 “Guy at work.  Listen, the thing is brutal to shoot with slugs and heavy buckshot.  Not bad with bird shot, so maybe keep the first two as steel BB and a steel buck round for last,” she said. 
   
 “It’s…” I struggled for words. 
   
 “Redundant?  Unnecessary?  Nowhere near as powerful as those cannon balls you fling around?” Darcy asked. 
   
 “No, no, I was going to say it’s cool as hell and expensive and wow,” I said.  “Do you think I should leave my Ruger behind?” 
   
 “Declan, I’m giving it to you because while I know you are sudden death in every direction, I also know that Mr. Murphy and his law are some awful bitches.  Shit happens.  Ashling says there are things that can nullify magic or block your power.  So this is for those occasions,” Darcy said. “Now, about the .357.  What do I always say about handguns?” 
   
 “Their only function is to buy you time to get to a full-power long gun,” I said. 
   
 “This isn’t a long gun, but it’s full power.  And its job is to buy you time to get to your power,” she said.  “Now, here’s a holster that the company makes for it.  Straps to your thigh. It’s got some loops for some backup shells.  Hey, now you can share rounds with Stacia.  It’ll be romantic.” 
   
 “So I should leave the Ruger?” I asked, ignoring her jibe. 
   
 “Up to you.  If it were me, I’d have backups to my backups,” she said. 
   
 “I don’t like a lot of weight,” I said, hefting the gun.  I’d have to test fire it a bunch before I’d let it take the spot of my trusty Ruger.  Levi always said to never trust a gun you hadn’t thoroughly tested yourself. 
   
 “Bloody damn Americans and their bloody damn guns,” Ashling said, shaking her head.  There were plenty of parts of our culture that she’d never adapted to or agreed with. 
   
 “I’m gonna go check my experiment,” I said, letting the offending gun hang in my hand so it was below our lines of sight. 
   
 “Are ye spending the night then?” my aunt asked.  There was a wistful note in her voice. 
   
   “I’m not sure.  I’d have to get up really early and head to Arcane.  I have a breakfast meeting with Chris.” 
   
 “Well, okay then.  Be off with ya,” she said, making shooing motions.  I hugged her and kissed her cheek, which brought a quick smile to her face.   
   
 “I’ll be right back. Maybe we can watch a movie or something?” I asked. 
   
 “Mayhaps we can,” Ashling said.  
   
 “That recent Marvel movie is on pay-per-view,” Darcy said, looking hopeful.  Aunt Ash didn’t love superhero movies but would sit through them if all three of us were there. 
   
 “Sweet.  Maybe we can make some bacon grease popcorn?” I asked, eyebrows up. 
   
 “Get on wit yer business then,” Ashling said, giving me a gentle shove toward the door.  “Honestly, I don’t fer the life o’me know why I coddle ye so.” 
   

Because you love me, I thought.  And I love you.

   
   
 I let myself into the big barn out back where we stored firewood.  Something large rustled in the hayloft. 
   
 “Just me, Draco,” I said.  Another rustle and a gust of wind washed over me.  A blob of grayish-black the size of a Newfoundland landed in the dim light cast by my cellphone’s flashlight app.  Draco stretched his neck out and butted my leg.  Shit, he was even bigger than the last time I’d seen him.  How his clay and wire body had taken on the ability to grow and feel like real flesh wasn’t anything I could explain.  Even my aunt had no answers for why the Air elemental in the sculptured clay body could appear to be alive. The same thing had been happening with Robbie, but at least there it made some sense.  Earth elemental in a body of earth and stone who lived in constant contact with the ground. 
   
 I scratched Draco’s neck, being really careful to avoid the sharp backward horns that looked nearly identical to the real dragons of Fairie.  I had copied the Potter movies but where they got their design inspirations, I don’t know. 
   
 My little dragon followed me as I walked to the back of the barn.  An old rustic door swung into a little, simple tack room, which was empty except for a crude plywood-on-sawhorses table.  The table was sitting inside a working circle of poured wood ash.  Occupying the table top was a stack of five discs of wood.  Cut from a coffee-can-thick branch that had been storm broken from our otherwise healthy Rowan tree, the discs were about five or six inches in diameter and maybe two inches thick.  Embedded in the exact center of each disc was a chunk of quartz.  Some of my very best rune work was etched in concentric circles around the quartz.  Three of Omega’s smallest drones were crouched on the top disc of the little wood tower. 
   
 From outside the circle I felt nothing, but as soon as I crossed the ash line, a wave of pure magic all but slammed the breath from my body. 
   
 “You weren’t kidding about the extra drones,” I said out loud. 
   

“It was evident that you needed to speed up the timetable.  I’ve redirected two of the last three units to gathering power,” Omega said from little speakers on the underside of all three drones. “The third one is still needed for reconnaissance.”

   
 Omega was born from a mixture of quantum design and magic.  As a result, he can sense magical energy and use it, to a degree.  And because of the wacky effects of quantum entanglement,  the drones he’d left behind on Fairie could not only communicate with him real time, but transfer that power across the dimensions.  In small amounts.  But those tiny increments, at least in Fairie’s terms, could be considered pretty significant here on Earth. 
   
 The topmost magical battery was so full of power, the residual was quite simply breathtaking. 
   
 “So you’re okay with this idea?” I asked. 
   
 “It is not without risks, but having both Stacia and Chris with you will greatly reduce many of those dangers.  Moreover, I am thoroughly aware of how you have wrestled with the aftermath of your previous visit.  You have unfinished business on that world.  Add to that the very real need for answers to the questions Chris posed to you and the decision becomes heavily weighted toward taking the leap.”

   
 “Alrighty then.  What’s your estimated time till full charge?” I asked. 
   
 “I would prefer you make your own estimate before I provide my data.  I feel that it is likely that your biological ability to detect magic is more sensitive than my electronic sensors.”


 

 I reached ever so gently toward the bark-covered outside of the charging disc.  The power got stronger the closer my left hand came to it, but I did it slowly enough so that there was no shock when I finally touched wood.  After a couple of seconds of just feeling the energy field, I moved my hand to the quartz, hovering a couple of millimeters over it. 
   
 “Seventy-five to eighty percent,” I said. 
   

“Be more specific, Father.”


 

 I thought about it.  Seventy-five?  No. Higher.  Seventy—  “Seventy-seven,” I said. 
   

“I concur.  Time left to charge?”

   
 This time, I just let the trickle of power from each drone flow over my hand.  “Like another day and a half,” I said. 
   
 “I estimate thirty-five hours and twenty-eight minutes,” Omega said. 
   
 “Good.  That’s almost a whole day better than what we told Chris.” 
   

“You should consider spending the night here.  You are tired, there is a bit of fog on the roads tonight, and your aunt has expressed that particular wish four times to Darcy since you’ve been out here.  I will wake you in plenty of time to reach Arcane for your meeting.”


 


 

 When I entered the living quarters, I smelled popcorn—and bacon. Then I heard my aunts talking and my feet slowed themselves to a full stop just out of sight. Not my usual thing, but this conversation sounded different. 
   
 “So why is she with him?” Darcy asked.  Immediately I knew I was the him and Stacia was the she.


 

 Thanks for the vote of confidence, Darcy. Although, to be honest, I’d asked myself the same question plenty of times before. 
   
 “What be ye asking, dear heart?”  
   
 “I mean, she can have any man she wants. Why our Declan?”  
   
 “Sure, she’s a brilliant knockout she is, but are ye forgetting the wee little problem of her turning into a giant bloody wolf?” Ashling asked. “It’ll no be a regular life of husband and wee ones for that lass.” 
   
 “Okay, so maybe that scares off most normal men, but what about other werewolves—Alpha wolves?” 
   
 “First, I dinnae think she can have any man.  There’s at least the one what’s off-limits,” Ashling said.  “Second, have ye ever given thought to how it must be?  Turning into a great nasty beastie?  Controlling the heaps o’ rage and anger? Ye turn from just a slip of a thing into a meat shredder bigger than any man.  Can ye imagine the horror—the rage—the power? ”   
   
 “Well no, not like that. But it sounds like you have,” Darcy said. 
   
 “Oh, I can well imagine it.  Ye’d never have to fear a man again.  But on the flip side, ye might well be a danger ta yer loved ones.” 
   
 “Good reason to seek out a strong Alpha,” Darcy said. 
   
 “Oh ye might think so, but she’s not yer ordinary uncanny monster, now is she?  She changes faster and smoother than any were ever seen,” Ashling said.   
   
 “You’ve been stalking the girl?” Darcy asked. 
   
 Ashling snorted.  “She’s hooked up with my boy.  I know all there is to know about that girl.  But don’t you think the Alphas see a piece o’ arm candy… a bed warmer that might be breeding material fer super wolf kiddos?“ 
   
 “When you say it like that, it sounds not so great,” Darcy admitted. “In fact, it sounds a bit like the witches with Declan.” 
   
 “Right ye are, Darce, and then comes our fine lad,” Ashling agreed.  “Facing the exact same problem.  And he’s the greatest of all times.  Steady like the very Earth, itself, he is.” 
   
 “Declan?  Steady?” Darcy asked, incredulous. “I get the greatest part, but steady?” 
   
 Frankly, I was right there with her.  Me?  Steady? 
   
 “Don’t ya then?  Just how many folk would ye be trusting with that lad’s powers?  Like to be giving atom bombs to school kids, now isn’t it?  But that boy was the first bloody three-power witch to walk this world,” Ashling said.  “And we raised him to never forget it, now didn’t we, his mother and me self.  And you, too.  And now he’s got the fourth power.  Does he misuse any of it?  Ever? Attacked this very morning by an unnatural killer he could have burnt, zapped, or crushed like a bloody bug. But that’s not what he does now, is it?  No, on account of a wee slip of a girl that he doesn’t even know, does he?  So he makes up a new spell, a shiny new Crafting right on the spot.  Drains the Red Cap’s liquids right out, so the lass is soaked in water instead of her own blood. Bloody brilliant. No, Darcy my dear, there’s not many to control the Craft like that lad. His mother would be so bleeding proud, her heart would burst, now wouldn’t it?”  
   
 “You have a point. And you think that’s why she chose him?” Darcy asked, considering. 
   
 “More like the reason her wolf chose him.  I’m thinking the rest came with time, I do.  You know what that boy does, Darcy?  Whatever it takes.  Don’t ya see.  He does whatever it takes to help his friends and family, to protect and to serve. Just
like some others I know.” 
   
 I found myself edging around the corner till I could see their reflections in the black glass door of the microwave over the range. 
   
  My aunt was frozen in the act of pouring melted butter over two bowls full of popcorn, one large, the other medium. Darcy was staring at her but Ashling was looking into the bowl but not seeing it.  A single tear trickled down her cheek. 
   
 “No, me luv, the girl found the very bedrock o’ the earth to rely on. No, the question is what does he see in her, isn’t it?” 
   
 “Offhand?  A drop-dead gorgeous blonde with a body that stops traffic, who’s as smart as he is, can hand him his ass in a fight, and is loyal like a wolf,” Darcy said. 
   
 “’Tis truth,” my aunt said, lifting her head from the bowl and looking square at the microwave door and square into my reflected eyes.  “Did ya check on yer great beasties while ye were out there, lad?” she asked me without missing a beat.  Darcy whipped around as I moved fully into the doorway. Busted. 
   
 “Did you hear us?” Darcy asked, frowning. 
   
 I shrugged, my head turned slightly so that my own traitorous tear on my right cheek was hidden from view.  “Same question I’ve asked myself a thousand times.”   
   
 “Well, now yer knowing the truth o’ it.  Don’t be letting it go to yer head, laddie, or I’ll have ta bring ye back down ta earth me self I will,” Ashling said. 
   
 I surreptitiously wiped away the offending tear and continued slowly into the room. 
   
 My aunt handed me the large bowl and took the medium-sized one for herself and Darcy to share. 
   
 “If it’s okay, I think I’ll just sleep here tonight.  My container will take too long to warm up so I can just crash on the couch,” I said.  Aunt Ash didn’t say anything for a second, her eyes looking slightly shiny. 
   
 “Omega says there’s fog,” I added, suddenly unsure. 
   
 A smile broke out on her face.  “Of course ye should sleep here, then.  That great pile of programs yer always going on about is likely right.” 
   

“I also pointed out that he is very tired after the events of the day and there is no pressing reason to return to the college tonight,” Omega said from my aunt’s Bose Bluetooth speaker. 
   
 “’Tis a reasonable thing to consider, it is,” Ashling said, nodding without missing a beat. 
   
 Darcy shifted her feet, her face slightly pink.  “Well, what are we all doing still in here?  I’ve got the Earth’s mightiest superheroes cued up and ready to roll,” she said. 
   
 “Mightiest?  What would Diana Prince, Clark Kent, and Bruce Wayne say about that?” I asked, deliberately picking a fight. 
   
 “Oh Goddess, please save me from the arguments of wee children,” Ashling implored the ceiling as we walked into the living room. 
   
 Darcy ignored her.  “Come on?  Really?  Iron Man’s suit counters anything Batman’s got on his belt.  In fact, old Batty had to copy the suit to take on Superman, who, by the way, would get his ass kicked by both Thor and the Hulk.” 
   
 “What about Wonder Woman?” I asked. 
   
 “She’s really hot,” Darcy said with a grin. “And would kick all their asses.” 
   
 “On that we can agree,” I admitted. 
   




Chapter 6


 

   
 I made it to breakfast like two minutes late.  Chris saw me instantly when I entered the dining room, waving me over to his table.  At first glance, it looked like he’d grabbed some food for me, as a fully loaded second plate was lined up in front of the one he was going to town on. 
 I knew better.  It was all for him, and probably thirds and fourths as well.   
   
 Coming back from the buffet line with my own plate of poached eggs, toast, and bacon, I almost laughed out loud at the expressions on the other Arcane students eating breakfast as they first realized who was seated among them and then a few seconds later when they realized how much food he was ingesting. 
   
 “Stacia and ‘Sos are on their way up from the city by car.  They’ll be here before lunch,” Chris said as I sat down.  I nodded because I knew that already.  Did he think we didn’t text each other all day long?   “Doc Singh reviewed the government autopsy reports, thanks to Omega.  Turns out there’s a layer of tissue under the scalp of the Red Cap attackers that is basically derived from vampire cells.” 
   
 “Whoa.  How’d they get that?” I asked around a mouthful of bacon.  The answer hit me instantly.  “Zinnia’s gift is with DNA manipulation.  They must have grabbed some Darkkin somewhere and experimented with his or her V-Squared tissues.  Probably long, long ago, because aren’t Red Caps ancient Brit folklore?” 
   
 “Scottish border folklore.  They were said to inhabit abandoned castles along the border between England and Scotland,” he said, inhaling half an omelet. 
   
 “Why would she do that?” I asked. 
   
 He shrugged.  “I spoke to Ian Moore last night.  He said that you can never, ever forget that the elves are not human and you can’t assign them the same motivations and behaviors of a human.  A little like the difference between weres, vampires, and regular humans, but even more pronounced.  Probably more like the very old, old vampires.” 
   
 “Like Senka?” I asked. 
   
 “Like Senka.  She says the queens like do things just because they can.  They are both even older than she is and you know how she gets fascinated with new things.  She says that the oldest vamps will do seemingly crazy things just to amuse themselves.” 
   
 “Isn’t she the oldest?” I asked. 
   
 “That we know of.  Tanya has asked if there are any older and she changes the subject.” 
   
 “Does that mean that she does weird stuff just to amuse herself?”  
   
 “Oh she would, but she says she doesn’t have to anymore.  Apparently all of us on Team Demidova are more than fascinating enough,” he said, waving a fork of hash browns around. 
   
 “So the Red Caps soak their heads with blood to give them their speed and strength, using modified vampire cells.  Makes you wonder what other things those elves have done with vampire genes.  Oh, and werewolf genes.  Remember the mother-daughter team we brought back? Ari and Aylin?” I asked. 
   
 He grinned. “Are you kidding?  Tanya is so excited by their contributions to the medical sciences division.  You’re talking about the very small amount of genetic alteration they have that seems to be from wereleopard LV variants?” 
   
 “Yes, they—the queens—must have messed around with the LV and V-squared viruses.” 
   
 “And that’s the next part of our mission.  The Coven is concerned about what else they might have produced… say, like, vampire or werewolf specific poisons… or cures?” 
   
 “Cures?  You think they might have a way to kill the virus without killing the host?” I asked. 
   
 A pack of younger witches entered the dining room, and Mason Conboy split away from them and plunked himself down at our table without a how-do-ya-do.  “Holy shit, that Jenks douche sucks.  Hey you’re like that God Hammer dude right?” he asked. 
   
 “Ah Mason, we’re having a meeting here,” I said, instantly annoyed.   
   
 “Yeah, what about?” he asked, reaching for my bacon. 
   
 A spark jumped onto my hand as I felt my eyes narrow.  Stealing bacon is a capital offense. 
   
 His hand stopped as he eyed the blue arc traveling up my fingers.  “Whoa, dude.  Chill out.  You’re way too tense,” he said, pushing back from the table and giving me a slightly hurt look.  Now I suddenly felt guilty.  Was I too tense?  Did I just overreact badly?  I glanced at Chris and froze. 
   
 He was watching the retreating Mason and his face was blank.  But his eyes were intensely purple.  I felt my shields come up over my skin, my well-trained response to danger.  Those very eyes and that exact color had been a major factor in creating my honed battle reflexes.  That look was Grim staring out at the world, not Chris. 
   
 “That boy does not like you,” he said, still watching as Mason rejoined the teen witches.  Grim’s voice is deeper than Chris’s and usually devoid of inflection.  He turned my way and now those eyes were staring at me.  “You did not see it, but I did.  He gave you a micro look of hate as soon as your eyes were off him.  Who is he?” 
   
 “His name is Mason Conboy.  New here.  Special placement by Nathan Stewart, I think.  Something about his family’s immigration status.  They’re from someplace in Europe I think. Not sure,” I said, holding very still. 
   
 “He hates you and you mustn’t trust him,” Grim said, then his features relaxed into Chris’s normal expression.  “Honestly, Declan, if it caught my other half’s attention, it’s something to watch very carefully.” 
   
 “You really think he doesn’t like me?  I’ve been helping him adjust.  He’s really… awkward.  Like just sitting down like that.  Poor social skills.” 
   
 “No, that was calculated.  That was being nosy.  Omega?” Chris asked. 
   
 “Mason Conboy is the eldest child in his family, which consists of his Syrian-born mother and two younger sisters, ages four and nine.  His father, who is of Croation and Korean descent, died while evacuating the family from Syria.  The family lived for a time in Croatia, but their economic conditions were exceedingly precarious.  Mason came to Oracle’s attention when the family was crossing by boat to Italy, although the actual Oracle report was never committed to electronic record, so I have no details.”


 

 “They didn’t file a digital report?” I asked. 
   
 “There are increasing instances of several US agencies resorting to handwritten communications and reports for sensitive material.  This trend started when senior members of President Garth’s cabinet became aware of my existence.”


 

 “So the details of the kid are classified by Oracle and written in ink on paper,” Chris said, raising his eyebrows at me.  Point taken. 
   
 “Got it.  Keeping as many secrets as they still can,” I said, surprised by this turn of events. 
   

“Not for much longer.  Micro drones will eventually penetrate their physical data storage sites. They have engaged anti-drone measures but I will overcome them in fairly short order.  The data regarding Mason Conboy is now a high priority target.”


 


“You need to up your paranoia a bit,” Chris joked.  
   
 “Isn’t that what Lydia and Arkady are for?” I joked back.  We both paused and thought about it.  Maybe they weren’t jokes at all. 
   
 “And Nika,” Chris finally agreed. 
 “So back to the question of Fairie?  What else?” I asked. 
   
 “The biggie… what did the elves get in return for trading the Black Frost tech?  Also, who’s double-crossing who?  What can we do to help the division?” he asked. 
   
 “Well, to answer the second part, once I’m on ground, in the Middle Realm, I can either help Zinnia’s troops along in their quest to attack Morrigan, or stop them, or both.  Last we knew, Morrigan was licking her wounds in her northernmost fortress. We’ll have to see what we can see.” 
   
 “Agreed.  How far does your sense of the Middle Realm extend?  Ten miles?  More?” he asked. 
   
 “All of it.  When I’m feet on the ground, I feel all of it,” I said. 
   
 He looked at me in disbelief for a moment.  “How?  How can you process that much information?” 
   
 “That’s part of the problem.  Magic drunk and trying to read the instructions on my new realm is a bad combo… like putting together foreign-made furniture without English translations while doing Tequila shooters.” 
   
 “How will you deal?” 
   
 “Well, a couple ways.  Aunt Ash gave me some spells that will filter the magic around me, slow it down.  I’ll ink them in henna on my skin.  Plus I’ll wear the uncharged mega batteries I made, letting them absorb the excess power around me.  Plus, I’m hoping I have more tolerance this time.  You know—like an alcoholic.” 
   
 “It’s like that, huh?” he asked. 
   
 “I guess.  I don’t know much about alcohol.  I’ve only tasted a tequila shot, once.  The wolves drink sometimes, but they metabolize it so fast they can hardly catch a buzz.  But health class in high school spent a bunch of chapters on alcohol and drug abuse, so I what I feel on Fairie must be similar.” 
   
 He studied me for a few moments. Finally, he sighed.  “Nothing to it but to do it,” he said, clearly uncertain. 
   
 “That’s why you don’t hear about drunk witches, ever.  They would draw too much attention, or more likely mess themselves up with a spell,” I said. 
   
 “How capable are you when magic drunk?” he asked. 
   
 “It’s different. Alcohol slows your reactions and disrupts your judgement.  Too much magic makes you feel… powerful… godlike… unstoppable, but your ability to manage the Crafting is fine.  I’m not saying you still have the best judgement of what’s a good idea and what isn’t, but you’ll execute the spell as well or better than you normally would.” 
   
 “But you’re always extremely powerful?” he asked. 
   
 “I can carry a lot and I can borrow a shit ton more, so my capacity to mange big magic is pretty high.  That probably helps me on Fairie.  But it’s so overwhelming that you can get reckless.  Like when you’re flush with money—you might blow some here or there just because you can.” 
   
 “Reckless spending, only with super powers instead of cash?” he asked. 
   
 “Yeah,” I said. 
   
 “But from all the reports I heard, you didn’t really engage in that sort of thing?” 
   
 “My mother and my aunt beat me about the head and shoulders with the need for moderation and restraint.  It wasn’t that I couldn’t use magic to make life easier, it was that they were highly disappointed if I did.  It wasn’t to be wasted or splashed about; it was precious and secret and always required the utmost discipline,” I said. 
   
 “But come on?  You were a kid.  Kids rebel, right?” he asked. 
   
 “Aunt Ash wanted to hide me away from the other kids, but my mom wouldn’t have any of that.  She introduced to me to as many kids as possible, held play dates, did all that stuff.  And before every interaction, we’d go over the rules.  No magic, no talking about magic, no scary stories.  Then at home, I could go to the barn and play Wytch War and sometimes she and Aunt Ash would play too.  So I knew I was different, but my abilities weren’t repressed, just controlled.” 
   
 “And you didn’t slip up?  Ever?” he asked. 
   
 “Came close a couple of times, but Mom was there in the early years and stopped me.  She came up with a nifty spell that dampened the magic around me and whoever I was playing with.  It only worked when I was like five but by the time I grew strong enough for the spell to be ineffective, I pretty much knew better.  And then she died.” 
   
 “You lost her near the same age I was when I lost my family,” he said. 
   
 “Yeah, although at least I wasn’t right there when she was killed, like you were.” 
   
 “But I bet you wished you had been, right?” he asked. 
   
 I could feel myself gaping at him.   
   
 “Come on, that’s an easy one to guess.  I spent months, years wishing I had had some kind of power or weapon to fight the demon. It came, just four years too late. You already had yours, so why wouldn’t you dream of being there to help your mother?”  
   
 “I went through a phase in my teens where I tried to investigate Mom’s murder.  Hacked Boston PD’s computer multiple times to review the reports.  Hacked into news servers and camera systems.  Took a weekend trip there with my friend Rory when we were seniors in high school.  I didn’t get far,” I said. 
   
 “Any theories?” he asked gently. 
   
 “I think it goes back to Ireland and maybe the Czech Republic,” I said, uncomfortable. 
   
 “Your father?” Chris asked. 
   
 I just nodded. 
   
 “How are you and Zuzanna?” he asked. 
   
 “Cautious would be the best term,” I said.  He quirked his eyebrows, waiting.  “I think she’s equal parts worried I’ll kill her dad or become his new favorite.” 
   
 “Would you?”  
   
 “Well, he’s always lurking around the school, like he’s hoping to run into me as opposed to her. She works hard to avoid me when he’s around.” 
   
 “No. I meant would you kill him?” he asked. 
   
 “I work hard to avoid them when he’s around,” I said with a slight smile.  “It’s the only thing we have in common.” 
   
 He frowned. 
   
 “Also, Aunt Ash says I’m not allowed to atomize any family members, no matter who they are,” I said. 
   
 He smiled.  “Well, that seems like the last word on that.” 
   
 “I know, right?  Doesn’t seem very fair, but she’s adamant,” I said. 
   
 “Maybe Omega could help, you know, with the investigation?” he asked. 
   
 “I have delegated a subroutine to ongoing review of all information pertinent to the case.  Additionally, I have micro drone units infiltrating the homes of persons of interest in Ireland and the Czech Republic.”


 

 That surprised him, although why I don’t know.  Had he met Omega?   
   
 “That makes sense, I guess,” he allowed, although his frown showed he was disturbed.  “What happens when Omega finds something?” 
   

When, not if.  Interesting, apparently he did know my AI friend. 
   
 I shrugged.  “I don’t know,” I said honestly. 
   
 He thought about that for a moment or two, watching me.  Then he shrugged.  “So, what’s on your agenda today? You know—before your girlfriend gets here.” 
   
 “I was gonna try to audit a poly sci class but instead I’m going down to the basement range and testing out a new gun Aunt Darcy gave me to take on the trip.” 
   
 He perked right up.  “Really, whatcha got?” 
   
 “Serbu Super Shorty.” 
   
 “Let’s go.” 
   
   
 




Chapter 7


 

 Jenks hovered around in the background as we burned up a couple hundred shotgun shells in Arcane’s indoor pistol range.  Had I been by myself, I would no doubt have gotten lectured and probably kicked out.  I get the whole shotgun-on-a-pistol-range thing, but we were shooting steel birdshot, mostly in small sizes but up to BB size.  So no lead contamination and at twenty-five and fifty yards, there was no real wear and tear on the range backstops.  But there was nothing he could say to the school’s primary sponsor who he was also completely intimidated by. Which was frankly just good sense. Jenks was a werewolf and Chris had a known history of killing entire packs of outlaw werewolves. By himself.  With just his hands and feet. 

 

 The little gun was a handful but performed flawlessly and I felt very comfortable with the amount of backup firepower its three shots provided.  One of the things we discovered was that I could affect the shot in flight, at least a little, with kinetic power.  It was too quick out of the muzzle for me to do much, but if mentally prepared I could alter the pattern of the shot downrange, from very wide to tight and narrow, which might prove really useful.  The other effect was that I could bend the path of the shot, just a bit, because it was again, moving very fast.  If I looked at one target and aimed at the other, the flight of the pellets would arc just enough that at fifty yards, it would veer over and hit the object of my observation. 
   
 We finished up, cleaned the gun, and policed up the empty shotgun hulls. Chris had a great time, which shouldn’t have surprised me, but still did.  So odd that the fallen angel who wielded holy aura and a sword from heaven was a gun guy.  But he was—completely.  He shot the Serbu just as much as I did, a huge grin on his face the whole time, blasting B27 silhouette targets to smithereens.   
   
 When we came up from the basement range, we had just enough time to grab Nutella milkshakes from the dining hall ladies, who about swooned when the God Hammer asked if they could make them.  I was about half through mine when Omega told us that Stacia and ‘Sos were five minutes out.  Soon enough, we spotted a silver Audi SUV pulling into Arcane’s parking lot and stepped outside to meet it. 
   
 Both doors flew open and there was a flicker of white hair and black clothes and my arms were suddenly full of girl.  Green eyes studied my forehead, then me, then raked down the rest of my body. 
   
 “No other wounds, just the head, and you can see Chris fixed that up,” I said, pointing next to us.  We both glanced over and saw a ginormous tan and black wolf up on his hind legs, his forelegs on Chris’s shoulders, snout snuffling his closest friend. 
   
 “Who said I was looking for wounds?” she asked, looking back my way, one eyebrow arched, a look of something hot in her emerald eyes. 
   
 “Enough of that, you two. We’ve got planning to do,” Chris said as Awasos dropped back down and came over to snuffle me. “Let’s head inside and Declan and I will fill you in on what we’ve been talking about.”  He turned toward Arcane and as we turned with him, we all saw the faces in the windows.  About a third of the student body was watching us, some immediately disappearing when they realized they were busted.   
   
 Dellwood, his sister Clary, and four of his pack just stood and grinned at us.  Then Dellwood pointed at Stacia, made a heart shape with his hands, holding it over his chest before pointing at me and waving me off in dismissal. 
   
 I flipped him off and he put one hand over his mouth, his eyes getting huge in mock shock at my graphic gesture.  Then the pack peeled away from the window and disappeared. 
   
 “Looks like things are pretty normal here,” Stacia said as we walked into the building. 
   
 “Same old, same old,” I agreed. 
   
 “Oh, I don’t know.  Wade and I caught part of a wicked good advanced witchcraft class last night,” Chris said casually. 
   
 “Yeah?  How was the professor?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Pretty impressive.  Wade was mildly shocked.  Me, I never had a doubt,” he said. 
   
 “Really, well, maybe I need to meet this professor.  The whole academic thing is sexy,” she said, flicking her eyes my way. 
   
 “It really was very good.  The witches sure seem to think so,” Chris said. “And I imagine keeping all of them on track can be tricky.” 
   
 “Especially when Wade and this one waltz in and set their hearts a-fluttering,” I said. 
   
 “Dude, they were totally focused on the portal craft.  What did you do to get their attention like that?” he asked. 
   
 “A little show and tell,” I said. 
   
 Stacia whipped around to look at me, eyes narrowed. 
   
 I held up both hands.  “I made an inter-classroom portal and they threw pencils and shit through it.  It showed them how much power it takes and how dangerous they can be.” 
   
 “Cut off some of their body parts did you?” she asked, sounding hopeful. 
   
 “Just innocent writing implements.” 
   
 “A shame, that,” she said, giving the door guard, Justin, a nod and quick smile as he let us in.  Poor guy tried to say something but got all tongue-tied and after a few meaningless noises just nodded, miserable and ecstatic at the same time. I smiled to myself. 
   
 The male of the species is a simple beast.  Despite knowing she transforms into a giant apex predator, most men forget all that with one simple smile from her.  Guys fall all over themselves to help her out, completely ignoring me and her wolfish nature until something forcibly reminds them of the carnivore in their midst.  Usually it’s something as simple as watching her eat.  Not that she’s messy or anything, but her diet includes more meat than most women her size by a factor of, like, five and more food by a factor of three to four.  When she destroys a club sandwich then starts on a second without slowing down, you begin to see the light bulb click on over their heads.  By her third, they mostly stop watching, their attention on something else, anything else, as the reality of her two natures sinks in.  That’s the point where they glance at me, wondering.  And I smile back. 
   
 We found an empty classroom and set about filling her and ‘Sos in on our plans.  To anyone who doesn’t know him, it might look weird to be addressing him along with Stacia, but Awasos is smart.  He understands everything we say and can in turn convey a great deal of his own thoughts back to us.  How that happens is a bit of a mystery.  Body language is involved, definitely, but there’s more to it than that.  After being around him for a time, I noticed that I was understanding how he felt about certain things.  Chris, who has been there since his birth, and Stacia, who reads animal body language at an instinctual level, can figure out not just his emotions but understand much of what he is thinking.  Especially in a fight. 
   
 “So when do we go?” Stacia asked.  ‘Sos’s big wolf head tilted as if he too wanted that information. 
   
 “Declan?” Chris asked. 
   
 “We should be at full charge sometime tomorrow morning, say around 8 AM.  We can bust open a portal and pop over anytime after that,” I said. 
   

“Concur,” Omega added. 
   
 “So we step over, somewhere in the mountain region, and scout the area.  Mostly we’re seeing how D handles the scene, plus he’s getting updates from the… ground?  Anyway, at that point, we can either portal back here and chill or pop over to Idiria to get the real story.  How do we get a portal open if you’re toasted on magic?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “I’m making a semi-permanent portal.  When we get there, the first thing I’ll do is fix it in place to keep it ready to go, but I’ll also lock it.  Either I or the dozen or so micro drones that Omega leaves guarding it will be able to unlock it,” I said. 
   
 “How many drones are going with us?” Chris asked. 
   
 “I will send two hundred and fifty micro drones with you and leave fifty to guard the gate here on Earth.  In addition, the portal opening here, which will be on Ashling’s property, will be guarded by both elementals, Draco and Robbie.  On Fairie, fifty micro units will protect the gateway and the other two hundred will accompany you as scouts and guards,” Omega said. 
   
 “Where in the mountains?” Stacia asked. 
   
 The wall monitor in the classroom turned itself on and a 3D colorized map of the main continent of Fairie filled the screen. 
   
 “There is a cave on the southeastern edge of the mountain range that I plan to use to house the portal.  The cave is in a stable section of the mountains, dry and easily defensible.  We can leave supplies there too,” I said as a red dot appeared on the map, then the whole picture zoomed in to show a blue wireframe outline of the actual cave. 
   
 “Also, the cave is only about a third of the way up the mountainside and hidden from view by multiple rock features.  There is a forest a mile down the mountainside that changes over to jungle at my realm’s border.  That puts us near Summer’s realm for scouting purposes,” I said as Omega zoomed back out partway, then showed the forest and border area. 
   
 “How much knowledge do you get when you’re on the ground?” Chris asked. 
   
 “More than I can process.  It will be difficult for anything to surprise us in my zone, but the ultra-sharp sense of everything only extends for a couple of miles.  I have to focus my attention in order to feel anything farther away, but when I do, I can sense a ton of detail.” 
   
 “So our perimeter will be safe but something five miles away might go unnoticed?” Chris asked. 
   
 “Sorta.  Stuff further away requires a concentrated effort.  So when we get there, I’ll immediately know what’s around us for several miles.  Then I’ll focus on the next five or ten miles and check it out.  After that, I can keep reaching, so to speak, to either look for specific people or things or continue my mental scouting.  My senses end at the realm borders.” 
   
 “If we step into Summer’s territory, will she know?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “I don’t know what the queens feel.  They’ve been tied to their realms for longer than Senka has been a vampire.  Who knows what they can do? But definitely if Zinnia’s nearby or focused on it, then yes.  She may also be able to feel me if I step over the border.” 
   
 “Because you resonate magic or something like that?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Yeah. The two queens and their daughters always stuck out to me like light bulbs when we were fighting them.  I imagine I do the same to them.  I have no idea what Chris will look like over there,” I said. 
   
 “Can you put some kind of magical cloaking on us?” Chris asked. 
   
 “Possibly.  Lots of stuff becomes easy when you have an unlimited supply of raw magic on hand.  We’ll have to see what I can come up with,” I said. 
   
 “What about anti-drunkenness precautions?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Aunt Ash made me a vest.  Well actually, she modified one of Darcy’s tactical vests and wove some Craftings right into it.  The spell work pulls some of the magic around me out of the air and stores it into the extra batteries I’ll bring with me.  There are four uncharged ones, and the one we use to open the portal will be almost entirely discharged, too.  I have no idea how long the vest will take to charge each one, so we’ll play it by ear.” 
   
 “Can you make some more?  Tonight, before we leave?” Chris asked, getting up to leave. 
   
 “I have enough stuff for like three more,” I said, frowning as I thought of the work involved.  I had hoped for some alone time with Stacia.   
   
 She patted my arm, then also stood.  “Good. That will keep you busy while we go shopping for freeze-dried food, shotgun ammo, and stuff.  What about water?”  
   
 “Spring in the back of the cave.  Lots of water all around the area and I can call more to us if needed,” I said, gathering my stuff as we headed for the door. 
   
 “You can call water?” Chris asked with a grin. 
   
 I shrugged.  “Since the last trip, I have some abilities with water and more with air. On site, I can manipulate things to suit us.” 
   
 “Define some?” he asked. 
   
 “I can move water and definitely pull it.  Not real nuanced stuff, not like the Water witches, but then again, I’m pretty new to it.” 
   
 “And the girls here can do more?” he asked.    
   
 “Yeah, a lot more.  Stop flowing water, reverse a river, part a pond or stream, sense things through pipes in a building or house, stop blood in a human body,” I said. 
   
 “What about the pipes?  Like showers?” Stacia asked, voice suddenly sharp. 
   
 “Ah, well yes, I guess,” I said. No guessing. I knew damn well but I wasn’t foolish enough to say so. 
   
 “Like when you’re in the shower?” she asked. 
   
 “Nope, at least not now.  I mean, they know I’m off-limits since we started going out,” I said.  Chris was on her other side and I saw his face palm and head shake. 
   
 “They did it before?” she asked, eyes starting to go yellow. 
   
 “There were a few attempts, long ago.  I foiled them.  I sent some of the wolf pack into the shower in my place.  Those guys bragged to everybody what had happened and who had done it and that was that… It ended.”
  
 “Who?  Who did it?” she demanded as Chris opened the door and we stepped out into the hall—and right in front of Erika, Tami, and Alice Morloft. 
   
 Something ultra snarky died on Erika’s lips as she saw Chris.  Alice’s eyes got wide and Tami just nodded at each of us.  “Wolf,” she said to Stacia. 
   
 “Witch,” Stacia said back, then turned to Alice.  “What’s your name?  Are you a water witch?” she asked, voice dangerously friendly. 
   
 “Ah, Alice and no—Air,” the girl stuttered.  “My sister’s Water.” 
   
 Stacia drew a breath and her eyes went even more yellow.  I grabbed her hand.  “Elise is what? Sixteen?  How does she like her first few weeks at Arcane?” I interjected. 
   
 Alice looked very confused, Tami was inscrutable, but a suspicious gleam had entered Erika’s eyes. 
   
 “Ah, not till October—still fifteen.  Kind of young for this, but she seems to like it,” Alice said, tucking her hair behind her right ear, her eyes darting to Chris with almost every other word. “Misses home a little, but she’s just a kid.  Ya know?” 
   
 “Yup, we do,” I said, trying to move my werewolf along.  She set her feet and it was like I was trying to move a wall. 
   
 “Alice and I are both Air and our sisters are both Water,” Erika said.  “Interesting coincidence, right?  But my sister is the same age as we are.  My identical twin, in fact,” she said, pulling back her shoulders just slightly and flipping her hair.  Her eyes gleamed with anticipation. A natural born troublemaker. 
   
 “Britta still bonded to that young werewolf?” Chris asked. “They’ve been together since I met you guys.” 
   
 A micro expression of annoyance flashed over Erika’s features and then was gone.  Tami snorted.  “They’re like one person.  Kinda of sickening,” Tami said. 
   
 Awasos, still in wolf form, pushed between our group and the girls, his right shoulder bumping Stacia and rocking her out of her stance. 
   
 “Well, we have to go.  Lots to do,” I said, pulling my off-balance girlfriend away from the witches. 
   
 She came with me, her face looking disappointed, and the partial witch pack continued down the hall.  Behind us, I heard Alice use a too-loud whisper. 
   
 “Why is he with a werewolf?”  
   
 “Come on.  Look at her,” Tami said, voice normal. “Plus she’s like the Hulk—every time she gets angry, she busts out of her clothes and ends up naked.  Hey Erika, she’s found a way to show more skin than you do!” 
   
 “It’s not the amount of skin, but how and where you show the skin,” Erika said, her tone superior. 
   
 “Bullshit,” Tami said as they rounded the corner. 
   
 Stacia stopped, which stopped me, then whirled around to me.  “Well?” 
   
 “Oh I agree with Tami,” I said. 
   
 “No, you moron.  Which witch was it?” 
   
 I frowned.  “One: Nothing happened. Two: It was before us.  Three: We are not going to restart the witch hunts.  I don’t go hunting down every werewolf that’s ever hit on you,” I said. 
   
 “No shit. You’d still be at it,” Chris said absently.  Then he caught our combined glares. “Just saying.” 
   
   
 




Chapter 8

   
   
   
 We stepped onto Fairie the next morning, leaving an overcast March Vermont and arriving into the pitch blackness of the cave I’d selected. 
   
 ‘Sos went first, in bear form.  “He likes to just charge into things,” Chris said.    
   
 “Works pretty well if you’re almost a ton of supernaturally tough Kodiak,” I said, following Stacia as she went through, the tactical light on her shotgun illuminating the rough rock walls of the ancient cavern.  Chris stayed on the Earth side, watching as Awasos and Stacia secured the cavern.  “Looks all clear,” my girl said. I was busy with reintroduction.  Middle Realm sat up and paid attention. 
   
 “It is—for about a mile in every direction.  There is a fox den four hundred yards to the west of the cavern entrance and a small herd of deer downslope a half mile,” I said, absently pushing a small ball of light up to the ceiling of the cavern.  Micro drones were whirring away into the darkness, dispersing from a cloud that had both preceded and followed me through. The land was calling my name. 
   
 “Showoff,” my girl said, turning to study me.  I was prepared this time.  Still rocked my world, but not as bad.  But the land itself was unsettled and now it was settling as I paid attention to it.  Or tried to.  I was distracted by the very air around me, which was saturated with raw magic, and I knew every stone, twig, insect, and rodent in the cave around me.  The vest with the Rowan wood battery seemed to help though, keeping the magic that flooded me down a bit, making both breathing and thinking easier.  The closest I can come to describing it is that hard-to-breathe moment when you step into a fully steamed up sauna.  That need to take small, shallow breaths because the heat is a pressure on your lungs, all while talking to a hundred people at the same time.  A thousand. 
   
 “You guys ready?”Chris asked, still on Earth, peering at us through the portal doorway.  “I don’t want to get cut in half when this thing runs out,” he said, nodding at the battery on the table in the tack room behind him.  I’d set the portal up there so that it was sheltered, out of sight and easily guarded by Robbie and Draco. 
   
 “Right,” I said, dropping down in front of the rectangular opening across space-time.  First I chalked the proper symbols, then I went back over them with a bottle of acid that made the limestone fizz as the lines became etched into literal stone. 
   
 Chris was passing supplies to Stacia through the portal, boxes of food, clothing, camping gear, and ammo for the shotguns.  Mostly food though. She worked around me. 
   
 “Whew, that stinks,” Stacia said as she caught a whiff of the fumes rising from my etching. 
   
 “Almost done,” I said, raising a breeze to clear the air as Chris carried the last big box of dehydrated food through himself. 
   
 “We have water here?” he asked. 
   
 “There’s a natural seep in the back that’s fed from an underground stream that passes close by.  The pool holds twenty-seven-point-six gallons of potable water, natural filtered, although the supplement that Aylin made us will give us temporary immunity to any water-borne parasites.” 
   
 He raised an eyebrow.   
   
 “Right, like you three actually need that. Gives me immunity.  But it will make breathing the air here easier, even for you superhuman types,” I said. 
   
 “Says the dude who’s plugged into a third of the continent,” he said back at me. “How does it work again?” Chris asked.   
   
 He knew damned well, but triple-checking everything was part of his job description. 
   
 “The portal back will open for any of you as soon as any of the drones see you near it. Fifty or so are staying here, the rest out and about, and some always with us,” I said, reaching up to touch a micro drone on my shoulder. “After we get set up and I get the full lay of the land, I’ll build a portal to take us to Idiria.  Same thing with the drones.” 
   
 “What about power for them?” he asked. 
   
 “I’m linking a battery to each.  The batteries are self-charging while they’re here on Fairie.” 
   
 “Can anyone else access the gates?”  
   
 “Anyone else who Omega recognizes.  On Earth, though, only someone who can enter the barn and get past Draco and Robbie.  Only Darcy and Jetta could waltz past them, besides Mack and my aunt.” 
   
 “Good,” he said. 
   
 Stacia came back from stacking the last of the supplies, her body language antsy, ‘Sos back in wolf form by her side. 
   
 “You said there were deer?” she asked. 
   
 They wanted to go hunting.  Wolves hunt, and werewolves are half wolf.  Part of me was suddenly protective of my land’s animals.  Part of me wanted them to have a good hunt in wolf form.  I paused for a moment, feeling the land. 
   
 “The herd is directly downhill, but you’ll have the wind at your backs as you leave the cave.  That will reverse as the rising sun heats up the ground outside but for now, your scents will go straight to them.  However, there is a very old stag about three quarters of a mile to their east.  He’s near the end of his life but he’s a fighter and I think he would prefer to go out in a last chase and battle rather then just passing away in the night,” I said. 
   
 All three looked at me.  Understanding on hers, surprise on Chris’s, and eagerness on ‘Sos’s. 
   
 “Alright,” she said, handing me her shotgun.  Awasos turned and bounded for the cave entrance and she took off after him, tugging off her boots as she went.  Chris turned back to the supplies, grabbing the folding table we would use for command central, but I watched as my girl finished undressing, waving when she glanced back at me, her body all lithe curves and tanned skin in the shadows of the cave.  Her body rippled and shifted and suddenly a big white wolf looked back at me with yellow eyes.  Then she turned and bounded off into the early morning light. 
   
 “Don’t mind me. I’m just going to set up our headquarters is all,” Chris said, tone half joking and half sarcastic. 
   
 “Oh thank God,” I said.  “I thought you were going to ask me to help for a second there.  Instead, I can sit on this crate and check out the rest of the Realm.” 
   
 “Sure, make it sound reasonable, like a logical division of labor,” he said, casually lifting a two-hundred pound box of dried beef and setting it against the cave wall. 
   
 I closed my eyes and focused on what the land was trying to tell me.  To our west, Idiria was quiet and slightly less populated than when I had left.  No dragons and no Winter or Summer Courts.  To the east, the land was angry and distraught.  Tired maybe. Storms raged across the plains; canyons and gullies flooded with turbulent currents, herds of plains animals displaced from their normal ranges, landslides and crevices torn into the very earth.  Slowly, gently, I quieted the raging, shushed the outrage, and calmed the anger.  The damage was extensive; rivers washed out from flood deluges, lone islands of trees on the endless plains flattened and splintered by tornados, cliffs and ridges shattered by earthquake. 
   
 Once the winds and earth subsided, I became aware of the bodies.  Lots of bodies.  Elves and goblins, horses and other things.  Something like a pterodactyl’s body with a head that was broad and almost toucan-shaped, but with teeth instead of a beak.  Lots and lots of teeth. 
   
 “Well, anything to report?” Chris asked.  He had set up a small folding table with monitors that showed camera feeds from Omega’s drones. 
   
 “Looks like a shit ton of Summer troops died trying to cross the realm,” I said.  “There were ongoing storms like hurricanes, with tornadoes and earthquakes.  Must have been hell on Fairie,” I said. 
   
 “How about now?  With the storms and stuff?” 
   
 “I calmed it all down.  Try to let it rest a bit,” I said. 
   
 “Think that will alert them?” he asked. 
   
 I frowned, wondering what I was supposed to do, like I was supposed to leave the land raging? 
   
 “I’m not second guessing you,” he said, holding up a palm.  “You have to stop it and let it come back into balance.  I just wonder how they’ll read the situation is all.” 
   
 Settling back, I let go of my own instant anger and tried to think it through. 
   
 “Well, that would be one conclusion.  Or the energies needed to keep that violent weather going simply exhausted themselves, might be another one.” 
   
 “It’s been blowing up since you left?” he asked.  I nodded.  “That is a long time.  Almost a month.  Where did the realm get the power to keep it all going?” 
   
 “I don’t really know.  I don’t understand this whole thing or my connection to it.  I sense things that are facts, like the current temperature of the water flowing past this cave underground, and I get feelings like the anger and outrage that killed all those Summer troops.  But the actual time I have spent connected to this realm is probably less than a full hour,” I said. 
   
 “In that case, more time here on the ground has got to yield some answers.  Anyone trying to cross the realm right now?” 
   
 I closed my eyes and extended my thoughts.  “There’s something big flying across the realm, out over the plains.  Like pteranodon big, not dragon big or anything. Like one of those flying reptiles are mixed in with the dead elves.” 
   
 “Summer flying scout perhaps.  What about around here?” 
   
 “A big-ass eagle is circling the air over ‘Sos and Stacia’s kill, but it feels like a normal part of this area.  Like it’s just looking to scavenge scraps,” I said. 
   
 “They made the kill?”  
   
 “I didn’t like pay attention or anything but ‘Sos is basically sitting on a stag carcass and Stacia’s on her way back.” 
   
 “Hmmpf,” he snorted, rubbing his chin and looking at me all thoughtful like. 
   
 “What?” 
   
 “That’s just a little weird is all. Whole omniscient god thing,” he said. 
   
 “Not omniscient.  I have to concentrate on an area to know what’s going on.  I kinda know if something is in the local area but otherwise it takes some serious focus,” I said, maybe a touch defensively.  “You’re creeped out, aren’t you?” 
   
 “No, no, not at all.  Well, okay just a tiny bit,” he admitted. 
   
 “Oh, like your conversations with invisible angels isn’t?  Or when Grim takes over and you just know everything going on around you?” 
   
 “Hmm.  Well played, young Jedi. But let’s not stray off topic—where is this kill?” he asked. 
   
 “Like about two miles south of here.  Puts it within a couple miles of the Summer Realm border…” 
   
 “What?  What is it?” he asked. 
   
 “Something at the border,” I said, trying to focus on what I was feeling from the land.   
   
 “And?” 
   
 The sense of activity just off the edge of my realm suddenly solidified as a foot came down on my side of the line.  “Goblins!  A bunch of goblins, crossing the border and heading north—straight at ‘Sos and the kill!” 
 




Chapter 9


 

 Chris was just suddenly on his feet, the transition from sitting to standing too fast for me to register.  “How far?” he asked, moving for the cave entrance but slowly enough that I could keep up, if only barely. 
   
 “They just crossed.  I count thirty-one.  Moving at like a fast jog,” I said. 
   
 He picked up his pace and I had to trigger my glyphs to get enough speed to catch up.  The magic was so thick that I didn’t have to worry about the glyphs draining my reserves, at least not soon. 
   
 “Where’s Stacia?” he asked. 
   
 “About three-quarters of a mile ahead of us, coming at a trot.” 
   
 “STACIA—TURN AROUND.  GOBLINS HEADED TO THE KILL!” he yelled, cupping his hands to help direct the shout.  “Did she hear me?” he asked, moving at a fast human-level sprint. Apparently three-quarters of a mile through forest was the limit of his super hearing. 
   
 “She’s turned and headed back, so—yes,” I huffed, breathing hard but maintaining the sprint. 
   
 I could tell he wanted to go ahead but he stayed with me even when I told him to go on.  “Not good tactics to get that split up.  She’ll get back to him before the goblins get there, right?” he asked. 
   
 “Yeah, she’s moving faster than they are.  So are we, unless they pick up speed,” I said. 
   
 We kept up the pace, which thankfully was mostly downhill, although the ground was rocky and uneven.  My linked sense of the ground kept my feet falling on solid ground without my having to look, which was good, as the trail soon entered thick evergreens which made visibility tough.  The minutes went by and I could feel us closing on ‘Sos and Stacia.  I also felt something else. 
   
 “The goblins have picked up speed and now they’re running faster than we are,” I said.  “Go on.  There’s nothing behind us or to either side,” I said. 
   
 We heard a sudden roar—like only an enraged Kodiak can make.  Chris gave me one last look and then just disappeared, the wind of his passage leaving tree boughs bobbing in his wake. 
   
 The last half mile was the hardest because I could feel the lead goblins arrive at the kill site and then I could hear Stacia’s roar mixed in with Awasos’s.  The sounds of a fight came as I ran up a little hillock and when I crested the top, with steel death orbs floating about my shoulders, the battle lay spread out before me.  Squatty, over-muscled, broken and torn goblin bodies lay everywhere, my link to the land telling me eleven were already down.  Stacia was in her two-legged combat form, fighting two goblins at once, three torn and broken bodies behind her.  Awasos was fighting five at once, his full Kodiak form more than up to the task at hand.  Chris was standing just over the summit of the hill, frozen, watching the fighting. 
   
 I slammed to a stop behind him, fully aware that his coiled stance was Grim’s and not Chris’s. 
   
 He spoke without looking at me just as Stacia tore the throat out of one goblin. “It makes no sense,” he said, voice deep. “There is nowhere near enough of them.” 
   
 “Maybe they think they can flank them?” I asked.  He just pointed at a group of three that were working around ‘Sos’s right side. Our bear suddenly spun and paw slapped the goblin between him and the new ones, then charged, roaring, straight in to the unlucky flankers.  Two were down and bloody by the time the third could bound backward and upward, landing ten feet high on a tree trunk. 
   
 “No, there is no reason to attack such strong opponents,” he said. 
   
 One of Sos’s remaining four suddenly split off with a jump that cleared at least nine feet and put it on top of the dead stag carcass.  With a snarl, it grabbed the antlered head and twisted, ripping it clear in one continuous motion.  Then it jumped away from its fellows, bounding, headed south.  Every goblin in the clearing turned almost as one and ran after the trophy carrier. 
   
 Awasos roared his rage at the violation of his kill.  His body shifted on the fly as he leapt forward, giant bear becoming sleek wolf that vanished into the forest after the goblins. 
   
 “Shit!” Chris said, disappearing with a pop of displaced air.  I scrambled down the hill, knowing I couldn’t keep up.  Stacia, who could have met that pace, instead waited for me before plowing into the thick tree line. 
   
 We moved rapidly, following the clear trail of broken trees and torn ground, my giant werewolf escort just in front of me. 
   
 “They’re headed back to the border,” I said, trying to both feel the land and my footing. “There’s something there.  Something I can’t quite get a sense of.” 
   
 She just growled and picked up the pace.  I, on the other hand, stopped.  After a second, so did she, turning to look at me with annoyed yellow eyes.  I squatted and placed both hands on the ground.  The border, a half mile ahead, was clearly marked by a distinct change from evergreen forest to lush green jungle, a rocky gully separating the two vegetative types.   
   
 The gully was a sometime streambed, the tricky kind that can be dry as a bone one moment and full of deadly rushing water the next.  It was drainage for the mountains behind us, which unfortunately were currently bereft of the sort of storms that breed flash floods. 
 I couldn’t catch up, so they all needed to slow down.  I pushed into the ground.   A shudder greeted me.  I pushed harder.  The shudder became a rumble, then a full-fledged ground-shaking quake. 
   
 “Come on,” I said, standing and pushing forward past my now-curious werewolf girl.  I was ahead for like four, maybe five seconds before she passed me, bounding with that deadly agility that comes naturally to unnatural shapeshifters. 
   
 Loud growls mixed with strange squeals came from just ahead and we picked up speed.  Chris and ‘Sos came into view, their backs to us.  Thirty feet away, facing them, were the surviving seventeen goblins, the vegetation at their backs thin and showing gaps lit brightly by the sun, the lot of them chittering, snarling, and squealing. 
   
 “They’re squadding up. Why?” Chris, or maybe rather Grim, asked. 
   
 “The gully behind them is a lot deeper than when they crossed into Middle Realm,” I said, earning myself a yellow-eyed stare from my werewolf.  “What?  I can’t run as fast as you speed freaks.  Gotta work with what I have,” I said.  She rolled her eyes.  “Not any wider though.  They might be able to leap it,” I said. 
   
 ‘Sos chose that moment to change into his new third form, the long-legged hybrid of bear and wolf.  Roaring, he charged the squatty thieves.   
   
 Six came straight at him, eight tried to leap the gorge, and the remaining three just hopped around looking undecided.  Awasos tore into the counterattack, his right paw ripping across two goblins, his razor-sharp six-inch claws slicing through tough scaly skin and thick muscle like it was soft butter.  Their bodies fell open as if they were wearing suits that unzipped.  Even as their intestines dropped out in a gush of blue blood, he was in motion, his massive hybrid jaws snapping shut on another goblin’s arm, shearing through the bone in one simple snip.  The remaining three leapt onto his back and sides, claws ripping at his thick fur. 
   
 I guess I expected Chris to go batshit crazy on them but he simply blurred past the fight, heading for the undecided three.  He must have done something, though, because the middle goblin on ‘Sos’s back suddenly fell into two pieces, blue ichor oozing from the surgically cut body parts. 
   
 ‘Sos fell on his side and rolled, crushing one clinger under a solid ton of were-bear-wolf.  The other leapt backward and was caught in Stacia’s massive white arms, her teeth instantly buried in its neck. 
   
 Of the three on the edge, two jumped into the gorge and the third died as Grim arrived in a rush of air, his left arm just suddenly protruding from its back. 
   
 I moved around the two massive predators who were still worrying at their very-dead victims, and joined Grim at the mini-canyon’s edge.  I had exceeded my own expectations. 
   
 What had been a gully with a dry river bottom eight feet below the lip was now a sharply cut gorge dropping almost thirty feet in a deep V.  Two goblins clung to the far wall of the canyon, scrabbling at the loose rock.  One stood atop the other side, chittering encouragement at its companions, and the rest were at the bottom, trying to leap high enough up the side to get a foothold.   
   
 Big fur suddenly pressed on my right and left sides, one set tan and black, the other snowy white.  ‘Sos growled as he locked onto one of the goblins at the bottom, the one holding the stag’s bloody head by an antler.  I heard a whisper of sound and then ‘Sos grunted. I turned to see a tiny clear arrow sticking out of his forehead. It looked like a plastic child’s arrow.  Without thinking, I reached over and knocked it clear, only to hear another swish and suddenly see a crystal mini arrow sticking out of my arm.  I didn’t feel a damn thing from the wound but then, abruptly I couldn’t feel anything at all—anywhere.  It was a race to see if my knees would buckle or if I’d just timber over backward.  My knees won, folding and dropping me down a foot and half in height.  Another whistle sounded and something shiny went zipping past overhead.   
   
 I couldn’t move but I could still call magic and my shields jumped into place, freezing two more arrows six inches from my chest.  Chris looked at me, snorted, and reached casually under his field vest, pulling out a big black handgun.  It fired immediately, shots running together into one ripping sound, shiny cartridge casings arcing up into the sunlight in a stream. 
   
 The slide locked back and he immediately, expertly, reloaded as I heard bodies falling out of the jungle on the far side and into the cut. Then I keeled over backward, the sky suddenly visible, a giant bird or something flying high above.  I heard my head hit something hard, saw a flash of light, and then it was all dark. 
   
   
 After a bit, it came to me that I was in a room.  No, a cave.  Water dripped somewhere nearby and each drip echoed.  But it was all blackness.  No wait, there was a glow—an orange glow, coming from my left.  My eyes must have adjusted because the glow seemed to grow brighter and I could make out the low roof of the cave and the curving walls.  Massive lumps of stone surrounded me and the orange glow was coming from one of them.  It brightened further and now I could make out the reflective surface of a pool of water, ripples spreading out from the latest drop of falling seepage.   
   
 I felt no pain and seemed able to move.  Air swirled across my face, cool and damp, but I was neither cold nor hot.  Putting one hand on the lump of rock to my right, I pulled myself upright.  The lump moved.  I jumped. 
   
 -Be Still- 
   
 Did I hear that or think it? The words were a deep rumble. 
   
 -You Are Not In Your Restful State- 
   
 Okay, what the hell was that? It came from my immediate right, almost a vibration that I felt rather than heard. 
   
 -Are These Not Your Accepted Symbols Of Ideas?- 
   
 “You mean words?  Language?” I said, speaking out loud into the darkness. 
   
 -Correct- 
   
 “Yes, yes they are.  Who am I… speaking with?” 
   
 The next set came booming from off to my left.  -CONVERSATION WITH THIS LAND- 
   
 That came from the glowing orange lump that was lighting the cave.  It had a louder, more direct tone. 
   
 “You are Middle Realm?” 
   
 -Correct. Of Realm-   That was from the rock on my right. 
   
 “Of realm?  You represent Middle Realm?  You speak for the land?” 
   
 -CORRECT- the orange glow lump said, brightening momentarily.  It reminded me of something. Something really, really dangerous.  I had a flash of memory followed by insight. 
   
 “Volcano!  Rock!  Water and air,” I said. 
   
 -Correct- This from the lump of stone on my right. 
   
 “Are you the same, er, ah… voices of the land that asked me to claim it?” 
   
 -CORRECT- volcano said, glowing brighter. 
   
 “You’re not really the land, are you?  You are elementals tied to the land, right?” I guessed. 
   
 -Words.  Simple Words-  rocky said.  
   

-Essentially Correct- bubbled the pool of water. 
   
 “Are you the only elementals in this entire realm?” 
   
 -CHOSEN- 
   
 -We Represent- 
   
 “Okay, you’re the spokes-elementals for the rest.  Why and how are we talking?” 
   
 -You Rest Without Resting- the pool gurgled.  I wondered if its speech would make me have to pee. Oh wait, I was dreaming. 
   
 “I’m unconscious?  From the arrow?” 
   
 -Correct- rocky said.  -Opportunity.  Convey Smartness- 
   
 “Smartness?  Oh, intelligence?  You have information to tell me?” 
   
 -CORRECT- volcano said, somehow sounding impatient. 
   
 “Wait. Do the other realms have conversations with the queens?” 
   
 -Most Gone- rocky said. 
   
 “Most are gone?  Most of the elementals are gone?” 
   
 -CORRECT- volcano said, conveying a that’s what we said, you idiot in its tone. 
   
 “Gone as in they left, or gone in that the queens killed them?” 
   
 -Used Them- rocky said. 
   
 -Drained Them- burbled the pool. 
   
 -SSSStole TTThem AAAway- whispered a new voice from the cool swirling air in front and around me. 
   
 “You’re telling me that the queens somehow used up their lands’ elementals?  They, what?  Drained away their power?  How is that possible?” 
   
 -TIME- lava boy said, a flash of brighter, lighter orange rolling down its surface.   
   
 -Time And Use- rocky said.  The brighter light gleamed off little crystals stuck in its structure. 
   
 “So they used up entire elementals?  For what?” 
   
 -Conflict- 
   
 -BATTLE- 
   

-Competition-


 


-Ssssurrvival -


 

 “So you’re warning me not to do the same?” I guessed. 
   
 -You Do Not Have The Time- rocky said. 
   

-Weakness- water gushed. 
   
 -OPPORTUNITY- volcano ground out. 
   

-Aaaaddvantagee- swished across my face. 
   
 I had no words for a few seconds while I thought through those four mostly single word statements. 
   
 “So they fought for eons and wore away their realms’ elementals.  I won’t live long enough to do the same to you and this is somehow a benefit against them?” 
   
 -Only Largest remain- rocky said. -Tired- 
   
 -Win them- the water trickled. 
   
 Win them?  Like a contest?  No, like a sales pitch. 
   
 “You think I can what? Convince the oldest elementals in each realm to come over to my side?” 
   
 -Negative.  Leave Their Side.- 
   
 Shifting about, I suddenly felt the hard rock of the cave under my bare ass.  Bare ass?  I looked down.  Naked.  Great. Meeting with the most powerful elementals of the land and I was buck ass naked.  I looked back up but the cave was dimmer, misty, fading somehow.  Then it was just simply gone. 
 




Chapter 10


 

 I woke up slowly, eyes closed, Stacia’s scent tickling my nose, soft lips on mine.  Opening my lids, I stared straight up into green-eyed heaven.  “Ah, hi?” 
   
 “You’re back,” she said, leaning over me, her hair forming a draping curtain around my face.  My head was warm and well cushioned.  Ah, her lap.   
   
 “How do you feel?” Chris asked from outside our private face space. 
   
 I took stock of my situation.  “Not bad.  Not bad at all.  I got arrowed, right?” I asked as the platinum curtain pulled back and the walls and ceiling of the portal cave were revealed along with a standing Chris.  He poured a metal mug of water and handed it to Stacia.  I sat up, helped along by her other arm, before sipping the water. 
   
 “You got arrowed, paralyzed, fell down, and hit your head.  Chris donated a couple drops of blood and now you are back among the living,” Stacia said, smiling tightly.  “Took longer than we thought it would.” 
   
 “I had an amazing dream, which I don’t think was a dream,” I said. Explaining the… experience took longer than it should have.  It was just so hard to put into words. 
   
 “You spoke with a lump of rock and a lump of lava and a pool of water?” Stacia asked, not necessarily in disbelief but definitely concerned. “How hard did you hit your head?” 
   
 “It’s actually not the first time,” Chris said. 
   
 “That he hit his head?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “No, well, yes to that too, but what I meant is that the two of us spoke with a volcano—out West,” he said. 
   
 “These spoke words—in English.  No translator,” I said. 
   
 “Well, they spoke directly to your mind.  Nika would tell you that translations aren’t necessary in mind-to-mind communication.  She always understands the mind that she’s reading despite any differences in language,” Chris said. 
   
 “How does that work?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “No idea.  Despite the fact that we think in words in our own language, the thoughts themselves seem to be universal from human to human,” he said.  “Again, no idea why.” 
   
 “So slowpoke here didn’t dodge or shield from an arrow and the toxins sent him into a mental state where the elementals of this realm could talk to him?” she asked. 
   
 “Or the blow to the head put me in the right frame of mind, so to speak,” I said. 
   
 “And the gist of the conversation was that the queens’ power comes from draining the elementals of their realms to the point where the elemental dies,” Chris said.  “How powerful were these elementals that you met with?” 
   
 “Well, one was, I think, a mountain.  The other was a volcano, not like Yellowstone, but still,  a freaking volcano.  I couldn’t tell about the pond or the wind.  And they were just the representatives of the others.  There may be dozens,” I said. 
   
 “How does the power draining work?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “My impression is that we have a pact of sorts.  They share what I need and I take care of the land.” 
   
 “The other two realms are actually bigger than Middle Fairie.  How could they exhaust so many elementals, and on what?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “The elementals in the cave told me it was battle and conflict.” 
   
 “That’s what they said?” Chris asked.  “Exactly?” 
   
 “Conflict, battle, competition, survival were the four words used.” 
   
 “Well, the two courts fight among themselves but enough to exhaust all elementals except the largest?  Where would they be directing that much power? This planet would show signs of that much raw energy being used for battle,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Stacia is correct.  I calculate that the planet Fairie would have noticeable damage commensurate with a limited nuclear exchange.  It has no such damage.  However, this solar system does show an inordinate amount of debris,” Omega said from the laptop on Chris’s command and control table. “The asteroid field around Fairie is unusually crowded.”

   
 “So the massive force available to the queens was directed outward, at a space-borne threat?” Chris asked, more in musing than expecting an answer.  “One of the things bothering Tanya and me about your fight with them, Declan, is that they didn’t throw back the same kind of force that you exhibited.  Why?  Because maybe they didn’t have it to waste?” 
   
 “Here in Middle Fairie, they would have less power, but you’re right: When we squared off with Morrigan in the Winter lands, she should have crushed me,” I said.  “That’s always bothered me too, although I don’t mind the not crushing part.” 
   
 “She mind controlled all the locals to attack us, but that was it.  They must have powers similar to yours, Declan.  I mean, you gained more Air and access to Water since coming here.  They’ve been doing this for eons,” Stacia said. 
   
 “So maybe that answers the question of why the Vorsook have left them alone.  Maybe they beat back the aliens so badly that a cease-fire was established.  And even some exchange of trade secrets,” Chris said. “But now their firepower is seriously diminished.  And Middle Fairie’s is intact, right?” 
   
 “I suppose, but why didn’t one or both of them take Middle?” I asked.  “Why allow me to come here, then pressure me into accepting the land’s pact?” 
   
 Chris frowned while Stacia looked thoughtful.  “We need to talk to people who know more about all this realm stuff.  Like Stocan in Idiria or at least one of his people.  Hmm, maybe now they’re more your people?” Stacia proposed. 
   
 “That’s a good idea, but our protocol is to head back to Earth before returning here,” Chris said.  They both looked at me.  Awasos raised his head from where he was lying in wolf form, also staring my way. 
   
 “What?” I asked.  “Oh.  You’re wondering if I’ll go back?  What are we talking?  A couple of days?  A week?” 
   
 “What do you think?” Chris asked carefully. 
   
 “At least a week,” I said, thinking it through.  They both looked surprised.  “I think I need to attend some of my new classes.  There’s a lot about this stuff I don’t know.” 
   
 Stacia exchanged a look with Chris.  “How’s your… clarity level?  Feeling dizzy?  Drunk?” 
   
 “Well, I’m a little light-headed but nothing like before,” I said.  “Actually, I feel pretty decent.  Thinking isn’t muddy.” 
   
 “So the battery thing worked?” Chris asked. 
   
 I looked down at the battery in my vest.  It was full.  “Omega?” I asked. 
   
 “Prototype battery achieved full charge three hours ago.”


 

 “Okay, that’s not expected.  I mean, we thought they would charge fast here, but I don’t feel any different from when it was still charging.” 
   
 “And how is the realm?  Still demanding constant attention?” Chris asked. 
 I looked inward, waiting for a flood of anxiety to hit me.  Nothing.  “Fine.  Like it’s waiting.  All systems go.  The storms and quakes have all ceased. Things seem to be getting back to normal.” 
   
 “Think your… chat with the powers of the realm have stabilized your relationship?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Maybe.  It just seems like things are on an even keel.  I feel a tiny bit of concern about leaving, but nothing like before.  We should charge up a few more of these big batteries, though.  We’ll need lots of power to reopen the gate when we want to come back.” 
   
 “Well that’s your thing, Merlin,” Stacia said.  “Get to it.” 
   
 “Aye, aye Captain Lupus,” I mock saluted but she just smiled and nodded like the captain thing was her just title. 
   
 “Omega, anything to report?” Chris asked. 
   
 “I have drones tailing the remaining elves.  They are retreating at a fast pace from the border, seven active, three wounded.  The rest died from gunshots along with the goblins.”


 

 “Yeah, about that.  You’re packing now?” I asked.  “Fallen angel with a gun?”
   
 Chris smiled and opened his vest to display a big black plastic gun in a chest holster.  “Your aunt Darcy is a smart woman.  There are times when a gun is extremely efficient.  Tanya usually makes me take one or two.  Glock 10mm.” 
   
 I nodded at the wisdom of our womenfolk and climbed up to my feet.  Actually felt pretty good.  Looking around, I found the spare wooden and crystal magic batteries piled in an open plastic bin with some of my extra crafting supplies.  
   
 Most of the cave floor was rock but there were some patches where the rock was covered with loose dirt.  I smoothed those out and then drew circles ringed with the proper runes, using the five-inch bushcraft knife that Mack had me testing out.  There are benefits to having your own junior master bladesmith as a roomie. 
   
 I laid out a total of six big batteries in the charging circles, verified that they were absorbing power, then went to find something to eat.  We had all kinds of freeze-dried stuff for long-term storage, but we’d also brought a pretty big stock of homemade food in several coolers.  Aunt Ash had made me a big tub of New England clam chowder, packed in its own pot.  I put the whole thing on the little propane camp stove and went looking for bread and butter. 
   
 Turning around to check on the soup, I found ‘Sos, in big-ass wolf form, lying under the table that held the cook stove.  Of course.  I went back to the supplies to find a big bowl and when I came back, Chris was sniffing at the pot.  This time, I came back with a total of four big metal bowls, totally not surprised that Stacia was sitting in a camp chair, feet up, about two feet from the soup. 
   
 “You know, you could have just heated some up yourselves,” I said. 
   
 “Nope.  Your aunt put a ward on the pot.  Only you can open it.  Like she doesn’t trust us around food,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Doesn’t trust you around my food,” I corrected.  “What did it do?” 
   
 “Electric shocks,” Chris said.  “It was easier to wait for you to wake up.” 
   
 “Although another half hour and we were thinking of just punching a hole through the pot with a knife,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Culinary thievery,” I said, stirring the soup. The bread was a recently baked sourdough with a thick crust and soft insides.  I sliced the whole loaf into thick slabs, buttered it, and did the same for a second loaf.  The soup was now hot so I ladled it into the bowls, set a piece of bread on top of each, and handed them out, with one on the ground between ‘Sos’s paws. 
   
 “Couldn’t you have just heated it with magic?” Chris asked. 
   
 “We don’t usually use magic that way unless we’re actively looking to change the flavors.  Aunt Ash does something with her gingerbread cookies that must involve magic, but she won’t tell me what.  Other than that, we avoid it in the kitchen for food.  Teas, yes, but food, no.  The results, as far as flavors go, can be really unpredictable.” 
   
 “Teas?” Chris asked. 
   
 “Herbals, chaga, anything medicinal, that sort of thing,” I said.  “Magic will increase the potency of whatever effect the tea was designed for.” 
   
 “Yeah, that makes sense, but that’s why I thought you might cook with it… to increase the flavors?” 
   
 “It’s easy to increase, say, chaga’s healing powers, or chamomile’s relaxation powers, but with flavors, you might increase one and wipe out another.  Say with this chowder.  The clammy goodness factor might disappear and instead we would taste clam shell or salt water.  Too unpredictable.” 
   
 “But your aunt can bake cookies with it?” he asked. 
   
 “She’s very secretive, but my educated guess is that she uses tiny amounts of controlled magic on select ingredients, like the ginger or the molasses, to enhance that one flavor.  Then I think she bakes the cookies the normal way,” I said. 
   
 “What about potions?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Like teas.  A potion has a particular job and the magic gives it the ability to perform that job.  They mostly taste like shit though—no matter how you flavor them.” 
   
 “Good to know,” Chris said, then lifted his bowl and drank down the last part of the chowder.  He immediately headed to the pot and started ladling more.  Stacia held out her empty bowl and he filled that, too.  Me, I was only half done.  On the floor, ‘Sos chuffed and without missing a beat, Chris refilled his empty bowl. 
   
 I made it to the pot for seconds just as they all were ready for thirds.  Full after two bowls and two slabs of bread, I watched them finish off the soup and all the remaining bread before Stacia pulled a Ziploc baggie full of dried meat from her gear.   
   
 “We dried up some of the stag,” she said, offering me a piece.  I was really full, but a gift of food from a werewolf you’re dating is not to be turned down. 
   
 “Hmm, pretty good,” I said around a mouthful.  “What next?” 
   
 “I’m thinking of the stash of mini candy bars I tucked in here somewhere,” she said. 
   
 “No I meant what do we need to accomplish next before heading back to Earth?” 
   
 “How about sending a few drones through a mini gate into Idiria for a quick scout?  That’ll give us intel to go with our debrief back home.  Help us plot our next visit, which we agreed should be Idiria,” Chris suggested. 
   
 “Works for me?  Stacia?  Omega?” I asked. 
   
 “Fine,” Stacia said, bent over a plastic bin of supplies.  I admired the view while I waited for Omega. 
   

“Drone reconnaissance would be safer, of course, as well as energy efficient.  Using a small gate may also prevent detection or hinder it.”


 

 “Okay, no time like the present,” I said. 
   
 I moved over to the section of the cave where our Earth gate was set up and drew coordinates and power runes for a grapefruit-sized portal into Ashley’s old quarters at Idiria, specifically the garden. 
   
 “Just don’t put it anywhere near Ashley’s apartment,” Stacia said when she handed me two mini Almond Joys and a little Reese’s Cup package. 
   
 “Of course not,” I said, immediately wiping out half my runes.  “They might be… ah… watching that or something.” 
   
 She stood watching me, the crinkle of candy bar wrappings her only sound.  I looked up and caught her smirk.  “You were so gonna put it right in the apartment, weren’t you?” 
   
 You can’t lie to a werewolf, especially one you’re sleeping with.  “I’m trying to get the area nearest the city’s administration offices,” I said.  “It’s not easy.”  So you tell the truth—but don’t make denials that’ll get you caught. 
   
 “Hah!  No denial?  You are a book, O’Carroll, an open book,” she said.  “Lucky for you, you’re my favorite book.” 
   
 The new coordinates went down in the dirt and I powered up the portal.  Six Omega drones shot through it and then I closed it.   
   
 “Two-point-three seconds, Father. Drones are spreading out.  Feeds coming up on your monitors—now.”


 

 Chris’s command center lit up and we had a six-way split on the monitor, showing us each drone’s POV. 
   
 “Wow, that’s some really white stone,” Chris said, reminding me that he’d never seen anything of the Middle City. 
   
 “They keep it really clean,” I said, sitting down in a camp chair to watch.  Suddenly my lap was full of girl as Stacia settled herself for maximum comfort. 
   
 “Even elves don’t look up above themselves much, do they?” she said, snagging my last Almond Joy from my hand and eating it in one bite. 
   
 “It appears that only trained people and a few rare individuals are aware enough to scan above their heads,” Omega said. 
   
 We spent the next two hours checking the city, finally sending two of the drones to check the perimeter of Ashley’s apartment.  With everything clear, the tiny drones began to infiltrate the apartment itself. 
   
 The drones had mini FLIR thermal cameras as standard equipment, and that’s how Omega spotted the pucks that were inside the apartment. They glowed as the drones zipped around the apartment.   We wouldn’t have seen the cold-blooded insect-like Tinks at all except two of the pucks suddenly turned in mid-flight and shot over to a nearby pillar of stone.  The Tinks flushed out, flying to get away, but the pucks caught and killed them with swift, brutal efficiency. 
   
 “Omega, can you zoom in on that central puck?  Good, now can you shift to night vision?” 
   
 The bright orange, red, and yellow display changed to a greenish hue and now I could see the features of the puck in question.  “That’s Pancho, right Stacia?”  
   
 “Yeah, you’re right.  The leader of Ashley’s puck clan.  Those must all be hers.  Aww, they’re still guarding her place, waiting for her,” Stacia said.  “Hey, maybe we can make contact?” 
   
 “How? If I recall, he doesn’t like me that much and you not at all,” I said. 
   
 “Maple syrup,” she said, hopping off my lap and bounding over to the supplies again.  “Ashley told me that they love sugar and especially maple syrup,” she said, victoriously coming up with a little plastic mini jug of syrup. 
   
 “So what? We just pop that through a gate, into her apartment, and they’re supposed to know it’s from us?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes.  They’ll smell our scents on the bottle,” she said, throwing it to me.    “Just make a gate. Shouldn’t take but a few seconds if you rewrite the coordinates you had down first,” she said with a grin. 
   
 I glanced at Chris, but he just smiled and held both hands out, palms up.  “It’s what we get for picking scary smart women.” 
   
 She snorted.  “As if you two were allowed to do the picking,” she said. 
   
 His smile slid away as he thought about that but I was already moving to the portal zone.  I changed the coordinates to bring the opening right into Pancho’s area, fired it up, and tossed the little jug through before slamming the gate shut. 
   
 On the monitor, we had two views of the pucks’ reactions.  It was fast, a blur of furry bodies flying away from the jug that just popped into the air over their heads.  They actually made it to the perimeter walls before the plastic bottle hit the floor.  Stacia had taken the cap off and the bottle hit right side up before falling over, dark syrup pouring out. 
   
 Nothing happened for a second, then one of the adults zipped over the bottle at high speed, almost reaching the far wall before swooping around for another pass.  Next, it hovered in place, wings blurring like a humming bird, buzzing closer to the bottle of liquid sugar. 
   
 Finally, it landed and sniffed the puddle forming on the ground, touched the pool with a finger, and tasted it.  It turned and squeaked at Pancho. 
   

“It’s identified the syrup,” Omega said. 
   
 “You understand it?” Chris asked, sounding completely unsurprised. 
   
 “I have constructed a working vocabulary but have not yet cracked all the nuances of their language.  It seems to be almost equal parts vocalizations and complex body movements, with a strong possibility of pheromone content as well.  My drones do not always have a complete view of them,” our AI said. 
   
 Pancho had now flown over and was conducting his own investigation of the syrup.  After tasting it, he concentrated on smelling the outside of the bottle.  Suddenly he stiffened, then leaned down and sniffed deeper.  Straightening up, he looked weirdly like a little furry human who was coming to a sudden realization. 
   
 He squeaked loudly, his arms pointing in multiple directions as he spun in place. 
   
 Every puck in the room suddenly took off, turning back to inspect the walls, ceiling, and floor.  One was suddenly hovering in front of one of the drone’s cameras, and it let out a hellacious squeal.  Four others, including Pancho, immediately flew over to join it.   
   
 “They are of decidedly higher intellect than the elves give them credit for.  The leader, Pancho, likely identified your scents just as Stacia surmised he would.  He then sent the others looking for my drones, which were rather well hidden. Connecting your scents to my drones was a sophisticated logic chain.  Look, now they’ve found the second as well.”


 

 Sure enough, a couple of pucks had landed in the second drone’s field of vision and were squatting down and chittering about it. 
   
 Back at the first drone, Pancho was staring intently at it.  Then he started to squeak, squeal, and, well, sort of dance a little.  Right in the middle of his ultrasonic spiel, his voice dropped way down to mere teenaged girl range and spoke a very clear “Ash.” 
   
 “He wants Ashley,” I said. 
   
 “Actually, Father, he wants them to be taken to Ashley.  There may be some mention of a lack of purpose without having her to guard and protect.”


 

 “Well, I can open a gate, bring them here, then bring them to Earth,” I said. 
   
 “No,” Chris said, a little sharply.  “Sorry.  It occurred to me that if they can wait a week, we’ll come back and gate right into that garden room with them acting as a security team.  Once we’re done, they could come back with us to Earth and Ashley.” 
   
 “I concur,” Omega said.  Instantly, the drone produced a series of sounds that passed quickly out of my range of hearing.  Pancho chattered back and in turn received an immediate response from Omega’s drone.  “I have indicated that Ashley would like them to guard her quarters for the next seven-day interval, after which the individuals they scent on the syrup can will arrive.  At the conclusion of your activities, they will be able to accompany you back to Earth and will then be conveyed to Ashley herself.  They have agreed.  I also told them the syrup was for them.”


 

 Pancho backed away from the drone, then zipped over to the syrup.  He knelt and rather ceremoniously took a big handful which went into his mouth.  His left arm raised up and every puck froze in place.  Then it came down like a flag person at a NASCAR event and the bottle was swarmed with furry little bodies, the bottle itself getting knocked around until it disappeared under a pile of pucks. 
   
 Fifteen seconds later, they split apart, each of them cleaning the remaining syrup off their fur or other clan member’s fur.  The maple syrup jug itself was ripped open, the tough plastic shredded by countless piranha teeth. 
   
 “That’s… impressive,” Chris said, eyes wide at the sugary carnage. 
   
 “They are fascinating creatures and completely the product of Winter Court genetic engineering.  It is my working hypothesis that they have developed unintended behaviors and abilities, far beyond their maker’s intent,” Omega said. 
   
 “Kind of like you did?” I asked, smiling at his interest in them. 
   
 “Do you think they’re reliable?” Chris asked, second guessing himself after seeing the maple feeding frenzy.


 


“Pancho and his clan are the only pucks we’re familiar with,” I said, glancing at Stacia, who nodded.  “They are completely dedicated to protecting Ashley.  She’s like their chosen queen.” 
   
 “He’s right.  I don’t love the little monsters myself, but they dote on Ashley,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Yeah, they don’t seem too thrilled with werewolves but they developed a certain respect for Stacia and perhaps a tolerance for the rest of us.  And you saw how smart they are,” I said. 
   
 “Well, it’s the best we can do.  When we come back, we will check on them with the drones, then we can bob on over to Idiria,” Chris said.  “If that’s everything for here, let’s head back to Earth.” 
 



Chapter 11


 

 “Mack is looking for you,” Omega said as I stepped through the looking glass and onto Earth.  I was the first one through because Draco was stationed inside the tack room where the portal was set up.  We didn’t want any misunderstandings.   
   
 The little dragon bounded over and shoved his nose at my stomach as I was still processing Omega’s words. 
   
 “Did you tell him where I was?” I asked as Stacia came through next. 
   

“I explained you were arriving back from Fairie.  He’s on his way here.  Jetta is missing.”


 

 ‘Sos came through next, wearing wolf fur.  Stacia, who’d obviously heard Omega, gave me a set of raised eyebrows.  “What do you mean, she’s missing?” I asked.  Chris came through last and I closed the portal. 
   
 “She used their truck for an errand and didn’t come back.  Mack tried calling her but her phone went to voice mail.  I gave him its location and he caught a ride with Matthew.  Her phone was on the front seat of the truck, which was parked on Wright Farm Road three-point-two miles from Colchester.”


 

 “What about her friends?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Mack spoke to several of her girlfriends and discovered that she had mentioned meeting a boy she’d met at school.  He was described by Jetta as ‘tall, hot as hell, with a killer accent, like Scottish or something’,” Omega said.  “Mack has her hairbrush in a plastic bag.”


 

 “Is Aunt Ash home?” I asked. 
   

“She is.  I have alerted her to both your arrival and the possible need of her skills.  She waits inside your family quarters.”


 

 “Omega, how long has she been missing?” Chris asked. 
   
 “Arcane cameras show her leaving the school parking lot at seven twenty-three last night.”


 

 “You didn’t have any drones on her?” I asked. 
   
 He paused, something he almost never did.  “I did until she berated me for invading her privacy.  I pulled back my last micro drone two days ago.”


 

 “From now on, keep drones on all team members please,” I said. 
   
 “Whoa.  I’m not cool with that.  If I want privacy, I should have it,” Stacia said. 
   
 I locked eyes with her as I spoke.  “Omega, what path did she take after leaving the parking lot?” 
   
 “Based on all available public and private camera systems, she took Route 2 North, out of Burlington, stopped once for gas and a Vitamin Water, but based on camera footage at the next station, or rather a lack of footage, must have turned onto Wright Farm Road.  I am scanning all subsequent footage for possible facial recognition of Miss Sutton in any other vehicles.  Matthew scent tracked her around the truck.  She never left the road, but must have stepped into another vehicle.  Mack will arrive in seven minutes.”


 

 “Privacy is pretty limited already.  If she’d have allowed a micro drone on her or in her purse, we wouldn’t be looking for her,” I said. 
   
 “Sounds like she went for a rendezvous with this hot guy.  How mad will she be when you guys track her and him down?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Without her phone?” I asked.  “She doesn’t go the shower room without her phone.”  
   
 That gave her pause.  “Hmm, maybe she forgot it in the heat of the moment?” 
   
 “The Red Caps are out and around, and some dude with a foreign, potentially Celtic accent suddenly shows up to sweep her off her feet.  I hope it’s just teen lust,” I said. 
   
 “When you say it that way, I get concerned,” she said. 
   
 “Mack is here,” Omega said. 
   
 We met him as he pulled into the restaurant parking lot, Matthew riding shotgun in the Sutton truck.  My roomie was visibly distraught, his eyes tight with worry and his jaw clenching when he paused between words.  He recounted what we had already heard, and like me, he’d put the accent together with the recent Red Cap attack. Then Matthew added his own bit of news.   
   
 “I smelled dog all around the truck.  Weird dog too; no variety of canine I’ve ever smelled before,” he said.  Werewolves know scents like I know spells.  
   
 “What about the guy, the suave foreigner?” Chris asked. 
   
 “That’s the weird part.  I only smelled Jetta and this dog,” Matthew said.  His crush on Jetta was legendary and his eyes weren’t his normal brown color, but bleeding into yellow. 
   
 “Let’s get Aunt Ash working on her location,” I said, herding them into the back door of our quarters.  My aunt met us in the family kitchen, leading us into the open family living and dining area.  The big, heavy farm table was already laid out with an open map of the county, a circle of salt expertly poured around the perimeter.  Mack handed her the baggie with his sister’s brush and Aunt Ash inspected it. 
   
 “Anyone else use this?” she asked. 
   
 “Probably her roommates and friends from time to time,” Mack asked.  “Wouldn’t most of it be hers?” 
   
 “Aye, but the mixing of others would be a problem fer accuracy, ya see,” Ash said. 
   
 Matthew stepped over and took the brush gently from my aunt.  He pulled hairs off it, sniffed them, and started to make two piles.  One pile was mostly brown. The other had reds, blondes, blacks, and browns in it.  His pushed the multi-colored pile to my aunt.  “Those are hers,” he said with absolute conviction.  My aunt raised an eyebrow at the colors. 
   
 “She used to change her hair color a lot when we were, you know, hunting our parents’ killers,” Mack said.  “She never lost the habit.” 
   
 Ashling’s frown melted at his tone and she gave a single nod.  “Don’t you worry, Mack Sutton.  I’ll find yer wee sister and then we’ll send the two most savage men on the planet to retrieve her, we will,” she said, giving him a hug.   
   
 “And a couple of rather nasty wolves to deal with any dogs,” Stacia said. 
   
 Awasos chuffed.  “And a were-bear-wolf,” she amended. 
   
 I scooped up Jetta’s hair and grabbed scissors from the drawer, immediately starting to cut the hair into tiny particles.  Stacia, who’d seen this act before, grabbed a sheet of printer paper from the wireless printer on our family desk nearby, putting the white sheet under the little pile of chopped hair.  Meanwhile, my aunt set up candles at the major and minor cardinal points around the circle and the map. I noticed the map had been aligned with magnetic north, one of Aunt Darcy ‘s field compasses sitting nearby as the giveaway. 
   
 Ashling studied the layout of the circle, the map, and the candles.  She turned and gave me a nod.  I lit the candles with a thought, all eight at once.  Stacia handed her the pile of chopped hair. 
   
 My aunt took a pinch of the chopped hair and held it in the palm of her right hand.  “Aimsigh,” she whispered.  Find. Hair by hair, the pile streamed out of her palm on a gust of air.  The strands of Jetta’s chopped tresses crossed the circle,  swirling in the air above the map.  And kept swirling.  Ashling frowned.   
   
 “Faigh do chuid fe`in,” she commanded. Find your own.

 The river of airborne follicles formed a spinning circle above the map, chasing each other like dogs at a park. 
   
 “Block me will ye,” my aunt said, eyes narrowed at the map. “Boyo, lend me yer wee elemental,” she said aside to me. 
   
 “Draco, come,” I said.   
   
 I didn’t need to raise my voice because the call went out at least as much mentally as vocally.  The doors to the house swung themselves open at my aunt’s gesture and I did the same with the ones outside in the barn.  A swoosh and a thud sounded outside, then the clatter of sharp talons on hardwood as my little dragon scuttled in through the kitchen.  He slipped past Awasos with a slight hiss, swerved around Chris, giving him a wide berth and sideways glance, and then dove between me and Stacia, wriggling his body into place.  Green reptilian eyes lifted to mine and I nodded toward Aunt Ash.  His gaze moved over to hers and froze as the powerful Air witch held out her left hand, palm down.  Shuffling over, he lifted his head till her hand covered most of it.  Both of their eyes closed at the exact same time. 
   
 For a few seconds, nothing happened, then the spinning circle of hair stopped dead in place and a second later dropped straight down, the first ones landing on their ends.  The tiny strands were now standing upright, the hairs behind them stacking themselves in multi-colored replicas of their original lengths. 
   
 “Now that we’ve pushed aside that bloody bit of chicanery, ye’ve got some work, now don’t ye?” Ashling asked us. 
   
 “What happened?” Chris said, leaning down to study the map.  The hairs were touching an open spot on the map about three miles of twisted roads away from where Jetta had left the truck. 
   
 “What happened is that some gobshite black magic bastard thought to block our spell, he did,” Aunt Ashling said.  “But ye’d need some bloody big bag o’ tricks to block a elemental, now wouldn’t ya,” she said, patting Draco on the head. 
   
 Chris raised an eyebrow my way. 
   
 “The original spell should have found her instantly.  Someone cast a block on it.  Given time, Aunt Ash probably would have broken it down,” I said.  My aunt snorted.  “Definitely would have broken it down.  But she used Draco as a massive amplifier.  He’s an Air Elemental and she’s an Air witch.” 
   
 “So she turbo boosted her spell?” Chris asked.  
   
 “Closer to rocket powered.  Blasted right through it,” I said.  “But whoever did it will know they’re busted, so we have to go get her right now.  Draco, find Jetta.  Protect.” 
   
 My mini dragon shot out of the house and was just a disappearing dot in the sky when we got outside.  Chris climbed into Beast with Stacia, myself, and Awasos while Matthew joined Mack in his truck. 
   
 “This dude who took Jetta knows we’re coming?” Chris asked. 
   
 “He knows someone poked a nasty big hole through his wards,” I said.  “He won’t know how fast we’re coming but he’s likely on high alert.” 
   
 “So the danger is he’ll hurt or kill Jetta and bolt, or take Jetta and bolt,” Chris said. 
   
 “Draco will be there in a few minutes,” I said. 
   
 “And just what will or can your dragon do?” Chris asked. 
   
 Stacia leaned forward.  “You haven’t seen him in action, have you?  Not recently, I bet?” she asked. 
   
 “His priority is to find and protect Jetta.  He knows her and will have no trouble rooting her out. So he’ll either get between Jet and the bad guy or follow them,” I said. 
   
 “But what can a dog-sized dragon really do?” Chris asked.  I gave him a look.  “Okay, I trust you but I’m just concerned.” 
   
 “Oh, ye of little faith,” I said. 
 




Chapter 12

   
   
 Five minutes later, I pointed with one hand as Beast slid into an old farmyard.  I said, “That’s what he can do.” 
   
 A late model Jeep Grand Cherokee was burning in the driveway. Two blackened bodies lay on the ground, one to each side of it.  A man with dark hair was backed against the worn wooden wall of the barn, holding Jetta between himself and Draco, who flapped back and forth, side to side, looking for an opening.  We piled out of the vehicle. 
   
  The man with Jetta, who I could now see held a giant knife to her throat, turned our way.  His eyes lit on me, gleaming a little, and he smirked.   
   
 “Okay. Damn,” Chris said, looking at the destruction. The smirk on the man’s face vanished as Jetta’s kidnapper took in God’s Hammer, Stacia, and Awasos, who flowed out of the car in wolf form but then immediately stood up in bear shape.  Like sixteen feet up. 
   
 Mack’s truck bounced into the rutted dirt driveway and he boiled out of the car as soon as it was in park, a gun in his hands aimed right at the asshole’s face.  Matthew came out the passenger side and just jumped over the front of it, sliding his body across the hood of the truck, barely touching it. 
   
 “Shoot him, Mack! Just fucking shoot him!” Jetta yelled as Mack advanced, Glock in a two-handed grip, Matthew snarling right behind him. 
   
 Stacia, ignoring the action, walked over to the burning Jeep and inspected the bodies.  “Red Caps,” she said, sniffing a little.  
   
 “If there’s two, there might be more,” Chris said.  “‘Sos, you and Stacia scout for others while we talk to our new friend here.” 
   
 Awasos dropped to all fours and headed around the barn while Stacia headed into the farm house, her DP-12 held ready. 
   
 “Now, how about you let our young friend go and we’ll talk about things,” Chris said. 
   
 “Ohh, ‘tis the mighty Hammer O’ God, his own self.  Am I to tremble then?” Jetta’s captor said, his voice burring with a thick accent. 
   
 “His accent registers as Welsh,” Omega said in my ear.  Chris heard it and so did Matthew.  The man apparently did as well. 
   
 “Welsh?  Ah, are you a black dog?” Chris asked. 
   
 “No ye bloody fool, I’m thee Black Dog,” the man said, smiling an unpleasant smile. 
   
 While they were talking, I was reaching for the man with my magic, thinking now would be a good time to reuse my new water spell.  It slid right off him.  My magic recoiled from the man before it ever reached him.  He spun my way. 
   
 “Oh, it doesn’t touch me now, not a bit.  What’s the grand warlock to do?” he asked with a tight grin. 
   
 Suddenly there was a double gun blast from the farmhouse and not a second later, a roar from the back of the barn. 
   
 “Got one!” Stacia’s voice rang from inside.  A howl rose from the other side of the barn. 
   
 “That’s one each,” Chris said.  “Now, Mr. Dog, you’re outnumbered and outgunned.  Yes you have some protection from direct magic, or so it seems, but you gotta understand, these guys spend hours playing magical combat games where one of the rules is no direct magic.  So you’ve got like thirty or so seconds, by my estimation, before the one on my left figures a work-around.  Then you’re either dead or wishing you were dead.  So in the time we have left, what did you hope to accomplish here?” 
   
 My magic wouldn’t touch the man who wasn’t human.  I’d heard of black dogs but didn’t know anything about them.  Some kind of shifter but immune to magic? Or wearing an artifact that blocked magic? 
   
 I studied Jetta.  He was obviously very, very strong, as her hands were hanging on his knife arm, straining against it to no apparent result. She caught my eye and her right hand dipped into the opening of her shirt.  I had a pretty good idea she wasn’t adjusting a bra strap.  The Sutton kids carried more sharp edges than a food processor. 
   
 The main issue was the knife.  My magic slid off him but it didn’t slide away from his knife. Hmm, I could work with that. 
   
 “I’ll admit ye surprised me.  Yer all fast-like and who the fack has their own bloody dragon?” the guy said, still grinning.  “But I was told to get yer attention, and I think I have.” 
   
 The knife was old, very old.  High carbon steel, expertly hardened by a master smith.  I had learned a lot about hardening steel from Mack.  About austenite and martensitic transformation.  Solids heated to become liquids, then rapidly cooled to lock in a specific crystalline structure.  In fact, I had learned to heat and harden metal with magic.  Now I thought about doing the opposite. 
   
 “Oh, you have our attention,” Chris said.  “I just don’t see why.  You’ve lost four of your Red Caps and now you’re trapped.” 
   
 “But I have such a pretty hostage.  Be a shame to chop her pretty, pretty head clean off,” the man said. 
   
 I communed with the metal, making some adjustments to its structure. Jetta twisted a bit and her eyes found mine again.  She couldn’t see the blade at her throat but could she feel the changes? 
   
 Her hand came out of her shirt, a short, triangular blade affixed to her index and middle fingers.  Her Hideaway knife.  Without hesitation, she jammed the blade into the black dog’s arm.  He hissed, face twisting from a rictus of pain to one of rage.  He yanked his own blade hard against her throat with enough power to cut right through her spine.  The blade crumbled and became fine steel powder, the individual bonds holding it together gone. 
   
 I shoved the ground under their feet straight up.  People think that ground is solid.  They’ll say things like solid as the earth and getting back to solid ground.  It isn’t.  Ground is much more elastic than you might think.  Ask anyone who’s lived through a big earthquake and they’ll tell you about waves of earth, flexing and bending. Even frozen ground. 
   
 I bent the earth upward and it shot Jetta and her captor into the air, their bodies falling away from one another.  He grabbed at her sweatshirt, getting a handful of material. She twisted, bringing her open palm up against his elbow, the force enough to hyperextend the joint. His hand opened and she slipped out of his grasp. 
   
 Matthew blurred forward, grabbed Jetta under the arms while she was in mid-air, and yanked her away like she was as light as a pillow.  Mack fired three times, blood blossoming across the man’s torso.  He fell back to earth and the ground under him became wet, porous, and loose, like quicksand.  He sank in up to his armpits before the ground refroze, hardened back to its normal consistency. 
   
 “Sorry.  More like twenty seconds,” Chris said.  “Now you’re wounded and trapped.  Still outnumbered.” 
   
 “Nice moves, guys,” Stacia said from the door of the farmhouse, her stubby bullpup shotgun propped on one hip. 
   
 Mack kept his gun and attention on the Dog as he nodded.  Matthew had Jetta in his arms and had twisted to put his body between her and the dude in the ground. 
   
 “Agent Krupp and other law enforcement inbound,” Omega said.  I looked back at the road.  A half dozen SUVs and police cruisers raced toward us. 
   
 “How?” I asked. 
   
 “They triangulated Mack’s cell phone position.  I had blocked yours, Stacia’s, and Chris’s,” Omega replied. 
   
 Jetta’s ex-captor struggled and tugged, but his arms were frozen into the ground up to his shoulders.  Behind me, cars tore into the farmyard, doors opened, and the sound of multiple guns clearing holsters rippled through the air.  I turned to find myself looking into like nine gun barrels. 
   
 “FBI!  DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND GET ON THE GROUND!” Krupp yelled. Caeco stood behind her, weapon out, but the barrel was pointed at the ground midway between us. 
   
 “Agent Krupp, it’s us,” I yelled back, automatically raising my hands and invisible shields at the same time. 
   
 A few more sheriff’s cars plowed into the yard even as Krupp shook her head. 
   
 “DROP THEM NOW!” she yelled, her weapon pointed right at Stacia.  “We have silver rounds.” 
   
 Silver?  They came loaded for werewolves? 
   
 Stacia unslung her shotgun and lowered it to the ground.  After seeing her actions, Mack bent over and tossed his gun down too. 
   
 “Get on the ground!  I won’t tell you again!” 
   
 Matthew, Jetta, Mack, and Stacia raised their hands and lowered themselves.  After a second, so did Chris.  I was still standing, arms up, looking not at the Feds but at the sheriff’s deputies I had known for a major portion of my life.  The driver door on the last cruiser into the yard sprang open and Darcy jumped out.   “Stand down, stand down!  Don’t shoot!” she started yelling even as her foot hit the ground. 
   
 “GET ON THE GROUND O’CARROLL OR I’LL SHOOT!” Krupp said, ignoring my step-aunt.  
   
 “The rounds are spelled, Declan,” Caeco said.  “They may go through your shields.” 
   
 Spelled rounds?  I dropped down, but while everyone else was face down, Chris and I stayed upright on our knees. 
   
 “We were rescuing our friend,” Chris yelled out.  He looked alternately puzzled and angry. 
   
 The closed doors of the barn exploded outward and a ton of enraged bear charged out, putting himself between the guns and Chris.  Three shots fired and I saw blood spurt from his fur, high on his back. 
   
 There was a flashing blur and Chris held the FBI agent off the ground by his neck, his face twisted in rage.  I slapped the ground with my right hand and the earth jumped in another wave that lifted all the agents and deputies off their feet, jumped the cars eight inches into the air, and knocked down the closest wall of the barn.  Only Chris stayed standing, and ‘Sos, who was biting at his wounds. 
   
 “Declan, don’t kill them, boy!” Aunt Darcy yelled from her spot, crouching on the ground.  She was staring at my hand.  I looked.  A twisted ball of lightning arced and tumbled about my right hand.  Funny, didn’t remember calling that. 
   
 Chris looked over at me, his anger twisting into disgust.  He stripped the gun from the agent’s hand and tossed the man ten feet like he was a child’s doll. 
   
 Krupp was coming back to her feet and started to bring up her gun, but Caeco’s hand caught her arm and stopped it cold.  Anger flashed on the senior agent’s face but Caeco just nodded my way.  Krupp turned and stopped her futile struggles as she looked at me. 
   
 Not sure what she saw, other than the bundle of chain lightning twisting itself around my hand and arm.  Myself, I was trying to decide if I should fry them all. 
   
 “Don’t do it, boy,” Darcy yelled, worry in her voice. 
   
 “Declan, let’s not declare war on law enforcement today.  I need you to pull this silver from ‘Sos.  It’s burning him,” Chris said, ignoring cops and agents as if they didn’t matter. 
   
 ‘Sos growled as Chris poked at his bullet wounds, and that cleared my mind.  I turned and discharged the electricity into an all-metal hay conveyor parked alongside the barn.  The flash lit up the barnyard as I headed over to the giant bear. 
   
 “Alright, lie down so he can get at the wounds,” Chris said to his bear.  “Go on.  He can’t get to them if you’re standing like that.” 
   
 Officers and agents climbed back to their feet, picking up hats and guns as I walked.  Stacia beat me to the big beast, grabbing his head when he tried to bite his closest wound again. 
   
 “You will get on…” was all Krupp managed before she found herself dangling from Chris’s arm. 
   
 “You idiots raced up on a secure situation and shot my bear with silver.  Spelled silver,” he said, and I knew from the deepness of his tone it was Grim talking. 
   
 I concentrated my magic into both hands, pushing a whispering tendril of energy into the wound on ‘Sos’s shoulder.  Something pushed back as I got close to the bullet. 
   
 “Spelled?” I asked, directing my question at Caeco, who was watching God’s Hammer hold her boss a foot off the ground. 
   
 “We contracted with that goth witch from the missile base, Krista.  Her and her circle.  Magic deflection spell,” she said, hand twitching near her gun butt. 
   
 I swallowed the bubble of anger her words brought up inside me.  Shoving my magic harder, I slammed the partially weakened spell into nothingness and grabbed the bullet, pulling it to my left hand. 
   
 Awasos growled, swinging his head toward me, which lifted Stacia right off her feet.  “Careful, you’re hurting him!” she hissed at me. 
   
 “Sorry buddy, but I have to overcome the spell in order to get a grip on the bullets.  It’ll hurt some, but not as much as leaving them in you,” I said to the big bear eyes watching me. 
   
 The next one came out quicker and easier now that I knew what I was doing.  “That’s it,” I said. 
   
 “What about the third one?” Chris asked. He had set Krupp down and was ignoring both her angry glare and the worried looks on her other agents’ faces. 
   
 “It only grazed his back,” I said. 
   
 “You missed a target the size of a car from ten feet away?” Chris asked the agent who was being helped to his feet by another agent and a deputy. 
   
 I stood up, looking down at the bloody bullets in my hand, reading the residual magic.  I looked up, first at Caeco, who looked unhappy but didn’t look away, then at my step-aunt, who had moved up in front of me. 
   
 “What did you expect them to do, kiddo?  Their job is to protect the country.  Of course they planned for a witch, especially with their expert consultant,” she said, tilting her head in Caeco’s direction.  “I’m sure there’s depleted uranium in some of their guns as well.” 
   
 “Which is why their guns were able to fire,” Chris said with a nod. 
   
 He could use his aura to render ammunition inoperable, unless DU was nearby to disrupt it. 
   
 Laughter rang out behind us and just about everyone turned to the black dog who was still frozen into the ground behind us. 
   
 “You will release that man immediately, O’Carroll, or by God, I’ll arrest you if I have to bring the whole FBI to do it,” Krupp said. 
   
 Darcy snorted.  Krupp whirled her way, but my step-aunt met her glare with a smirk.  Darcy didn’t say a word, but raised one eyebrow. Two really, really tough women, nose-to-nose.  They looked pretty evenly matched, Darcy’s stocky, powerful build against Krupp’s muscular, fast frame. 
   
 “Ah, Agent Krupp?  If I let him out, he’s gonna either hurt someone or shapeshift,” I said. 
   
 “You know that how?” she asked, voice tight with anger. 
   
 “He’s fey.  A black dog. And he’s wounded, sooooo he’ll probably change first chance he gets,” I said. 
   
 “Wounded?  Get that man out of the ground now!” she hissed back at me. 
   
 I bent down and touched the ground. A few seconds to pull heat from the ground around us left most of the yard frozen even harder and deeper.  But the area around the man melted as I redirected the therms and within twenty seconds, he pulled his arms free.  Agents surrounded him but, belying my words he remained docile, looking wan and pale.  Thirty seconds more and two agents pulled him free by his armpits.  He stood, weaving in place, his black shirt clumped with mud in three circular places. 
   
 “Who’s got EMT training?  See to this man,” Krupp said before she spun to Chris.  “Did you shoot him?” 
   
 “I did,” Mack said.  “He had a knife to my sister’s throat.” 
   
 “Of course you did, Mr. Sutton.  How many men does that make?  How many have you shot?” Krupp demanded. 
   
 “On this planet or Fairie?  Or both?” he asked, his tone casually helpful.  God love Mack Sutton. 
   
 “I think she means here, Mack.  Or do elves count, Agent?” Jetta asked.   
   
 “How is it that he has bullet wounds in his torso if he was holding you with a knife?” Caeco asked. She was hovering near the man and his duo of agents, studying his shirt. 
   
 “I stabbed his arm, Declan made his knife fall apart, then made the ground jump up like, well, like you guys all felt. I shoved myself away and Mack shot him.  But look, he’s standing there like it was nothing.  I’m guessing you just had regular hollow points, Mack,” Jetta said. 
   
 “Yup, left the iron-tipped ones in the car,” Mack said. 
   
 “You don’t even know the man isn’t human,” Krupp said. 
   
 Caeco suddenly popped open a folding knife from her pocket and touched the flat of the blade to the man’s bare arm.  He hissed, dropped down to all fours, and sort of shimmered.  A massive black hound rose up in his place, like two mastiffs in one.  The dog bit into the thigh of the agent on his right, yanking the man off his feet and throwing him into the other agent.  Caeco was pulling her gun when the dog leapt over her head, jaws wide open, straight at me. 
   
 A white blur met him in midair, knocking him off-path, the black and white bodies slamming through yet another poor old barn wall.  Snarling growls filled the air as the two furred bodies swarmed around each other too fast to make out.  The deputies and agents had their guns back out, watching the battle with shocked faces.  I caught motion out of the corner of my eye and turned. Caeco had holstered her gun and was tying off a bandage on the leg-bitten agent.  She looked my way.  “Got any tricks for bite wounds?” she asked. 
   
 I must have gaped at her a bit. Then I glanced at the black and white fur ball in the barn. 
   
 “Come on, she’s gonna tear him apart, but this guy’s losing blood.  I think the femoral is cut,” she said. 
   
 My hands reached into my messenger bag and I pulled out a metal coffee mug, bottled water, and a tin of chaga fungus, but my eyes were still on Stacia’s fight. 
   
 Water went in the mug, the chaga into the water, then I heated it with magic.  Still watching the fight, I walked over to Caeco, poured some tea onto the compression bandage she had in place, and then handed her the cup.   
   
 “Have him drink that,” I said, turning back to the fight.  There was a yelp and I saw my white wolf fly fifteen feet into an inside wall with a sharp crunch.  She was slow to get up and the black dog gathered his legs for a leap.  My right hand came up, electricity from the house lines writhing around my fingertips. 
   
 “Ahem,” Caeco coughed.  Then she coughed again.  She never coughed.  I tore my eyes from the stalking dog and saw Caeco shake her head once, her eyes on the fight even as she helped the wounded agent drink the tea. 
   
 Turning back, I was just in time to see the massive dog leap at Stacia, wide mastiff jaws distended, closing for the kill on the wobbly white wolf, faster then I could react. 
   
 In a flash, the white wolf shot forward, low to the ground, suddenly not at all wobbly, her longer, more pointed jaws opening wide.  The two bodies came together, spun end over end, and when the fur, dust, and splintered wood settled, Stacia held the dog’s throat clamped tightly in her razor fangs. 
   
 “If she tears out his throat, shoot her,” Krupp said.  A couple of deputies looked at her sideways but the FBI agents raised their guns and trained them on Stacia. 
   
 “Belay that,” Chris said, but I was already raising a shield over the whole of the busted barn wall, moving to put myself between them and her. The new shield knew the flavor of the spelled bullets and didn’t like it. 
   
 “Kid, I want that suspect and I swear we’ll put you and your monster down if you don’t clear out of the way,” Krupp said. 
   
 I pulled more power from the lines leading to the barn and my tendril of magic awakened the furnace in the farmhouse, firing up the oil burner. 
   
 “You got it wrong, Krupp.  She’s not my monster. I’m hers.  Pull that trigger and I show you what I’m talking about,” I heard myself say.  From the corner of my eye, I could see Matthew pulling both Jetta and Mack out of the way. 
   
 “I SAID BELAY THAT!” Grim boomed and suddenly he was standing in front of Krupp, her gun locked in his steel hand, barrel pointed up.  Then he blurred again and when he came back into focus, he was holding six guns. 
   
 The sheriff’s patrol sargent glanced at Darcy, who shook her head but kept her eyes on me. 
   
 “Declan, nobody’s shooting the good wolf. Right, people?” she asked.  Nobody said a word.  “Right, people?” she demanded. 
   
 “That’s right, Deputy.  Declan, stand down,” Chris said, facing me.  I had my eyes on Krupp.  Her right hand was hovering near the front right of her belt line, about where some people carry backups.  It’s called appendix carry.   
   
 Suddenly my vision was filled with Chris, or maybe, rather, Grim.  He’d flashed forward twenty feet in the blink of an eye but my shield had stopped him.  “Stand down!” he said, voice deep. 
   
 I considered that, but then Krupp dropped her hand to her belt and I refocused on her.  Wrong move, because Grim made a slashing motion with his right hand and I felt a flash of something slice through my shield.   
   
 Whoa, he could do that?  All those weeks of training and he’d never once just cut through my magic. His eyes boring into me, he cut the air again and the flame went out in my right hand.  I took a quick step back, put the shield back up, then a second shield, and filled the space between with electricity. 
   
 Grim chopped, then winced as the first shield broke and the voltage raced through him.  That was all though.  Enough juice to stun a cow and it just pissed him off more.  I took three steps back, layering shields in front of me, pulling at the earth under me.   
   
 The ground buckled, sending Grim upward, but his feet never left the ground and his arm started to slash faster and faster, cutting through each new shield as soon as I made it. Backpedalling, I ran into warm, naked skin, my left hand reaching back to touch Stacia’s bare leg. 
   
 “Declan, stop,” she said, her arms coming around me.  But I was shielding us both from Grim and I started to double and triple my layers with every breath.  The transformer on the pole by the driveway burst in a shower of fat orange sparks.  Stacia’s arms tightened.  “Please stop. What are you doing?” she asked. 
   
  A loud whirring sound filled the air as drones came zipping through the air. 
   
 “Protecting us from Grim and from her,” I said.  Grim’s arms blurred, faster than I could see, and he was closing the distance to us.  Stacia’s arm came up around my neck and I felt her breath in my ear.  “Declan, you have to stop fighting,” she said.  I heard Draco call out, a confused cry. 
   
 “They’re going to kill us,” I heard myself say.  Her arm tightened as Grim flashed through my last shields.  His arm slashed at my body as my vision tunneled down to flat blackness. 
   
 




Chapter 13

   
 A sharp sting in my arm woke me up.  My eyes snapped open while my body was already moving.  I was on my feet beside a couch in a vaguely familiar room, shields snapping up even as my right hand was slapping my arm.  Something crunched under my fingers. 
   
 Pulling away my hand, I saw a tiny, tiny drone; the smallest I’d seen to date.  And it was fairly jeffed up.  Oops. 
   
 “Sorry Omega,” I said. 
   
 “The probability of the prototype’s destruction was calculated to be near one hundred percent and was still deemed justifiable,” Omega said. 
   
 “Wait, what happened?  Where am I?  Is this Arcane?”  
   

“Yes.  You are in one of the guest suites. It was considered to be the best idea by the others.  I concurred.”


 

 Memories came flooding back and suddenly I felt short of breath. 
   
 “Please calm yourself, Father.  You are in no danger.”


 

 “But Chris attacked me!  And Stacia… Stacia choked me out,” I said, a massive pit forming in my stomach and pressure in my chest. 
   
 “Please sit down, Father.  Chris did not, in essence, attack you.  You were acting without logic or rationality.”


 


“What?  Krupp was gonna shoot Stacia and then Chris tore through my shields like paper,” I said, reaching with magic to weld the door shut. 
   

“FBI Special Agent Krupp acted with emotion and without forethought.  She was tasked by her superiors with arresting any Red Cap or agent of Fairie possible.  Tremendous pressure has been brought to bear on her task force.  Chris eliminated the risk, yet you appeared unwilling to de-escalate the situation.  Chris felt it imperative that you not attack federal and local law enforcement authorities, especially with overwhelming magical force.  I concur with his analysis.  Stacia was seeking to protect you from an irreversible decision.”


 

 I was now torn.  Hurt that my own teammates came after me, but also, at least partially aware that frying a dozen LE types would be life-altering. 
   
 “So what happened after, you know, she choked me?” 
   

“I made it very clear that I would not allow any to harm you.  Your Air Elemental, Draco, was intent upon doing the same, although with less restraint than my drones.  Your step-aunt and Stacia were able to convince it to cease its attack with only the loss of one federal vehicle.”


 

 “Where is Draco now?  Did anyone hurt him?  Where are the others?” I asked. 
   
 “The entity Draco is currently perched upon the roof of this building.  It is undamaged despite Agent Krupp’s wishes otherwise.  Stacia, Chris, both of your aunts, Director Velasquez, and Mack are currently conferring with Tanya, Lydia, Nika, and Dr. Singh via Skype as we speak.”


 

 “What are they talking about?  Me?” 
   
 “That is both the obvious and correct answer.  Specifically there are numerous concerns about your reactions upon waking.  The fear that you may continue to be irrational and attack is paramount, although you should be aware that Stacia and Chris are also concerned that you will not forgive them their actions, especially Stacia.  Tanya has expressed the possibility that by demonstrating his ability to disrupt magic, Chris has given away their best hope of containing you should you prove intractable.  They have tremendous respect for your ability to adapt and overcome.”


 

 “They don’t know I’m awake?  Wait, I should have come to a long time ago.  It was only a choke out?” 
   
 “Sedative pharmaceuticals were administered to keep you unconscious.  I have applied a counter agent, and no, they are not aware of my actions.”


 

 “Why?  Are you not talking to them?” 
   
 “I am conversing with them even as I converse with you.  I argued that I should be the one to wake you and explain the situation, but they voted against it.”


 

 “But you did it anyway?” 
   
 “I do not recognize any authority over my actions on their part. Especially concerning my father.  How are you feeling about the situation?”


 

 “Confused,” I said.  No, that wasn’t it.  “Mixed.  I’m still angry, and despite the logic of your statements, I’m still hurt.” 
   
 “Yet you recognize there is, in fact, logic behind their actions?”


 

 “I guess,” I admitted, partially to him and partially to myself.  “It still feels bad though.” 
   

“From my research into human emotions and psychology, your feelings are normal, yet it speaks highly of your intelligence that you are still able to find validity in the actions taken.”


 

 “Okay,” I said, looking at myself and not liking what I was seeing.  “I flipped out a bit… maybe more than a bit.  It’s what everybody’s always been afraid of, isn’t it?  Declan slips a cog and goes off like a bomb.  Boom.” 
   
 “Fear of the unknown is deeply imprinted in the psychology of all humans.  You could say that it is hardwired into your DNA.  Individuals with power are viewed with fear.  You have capabilities beyond what has ever been known to man.”


 

 “So do Chris and Tanya!  Hell, so do most supernaturals.” 
   
 “Your particular capabilities are on par with both Chris and Tanya’s.  The world both fears them and simultaneously views them as saviors, anointing them with religious connotations.  Your situation is… different.  Additionally, they rely upon each other to hold themselves accountable.”


 

 “By different, you mean that fear of witches is hardwired into us as well,” I said. 
   

“You are well versed in the historical realities.”


 


“What about you? They fear you too.” 
   

“There are numerous factions who either fear me, use me as a rallying point, or both.  I have avoided any large displays of disparate power and kept my actions subtle and covert.  It is a line I fear that I must always toe. As you know, there are quite a few who almost worship me.”


 

 I hadn’t spent enough time thinking about Omega’s situation. There were similarities to mine, but also major differences.   
   
 “It probably helps, in this case, that you aren’t an individual human but a vast and dispersed electronic entity.  People not only fear but are also envious of power,” I said. 
   
 “You are likely correct.  Why does Declan O’Carroll have such power, and how can we get it?  I have heard a few whispers and comments although your fame is still much, much less than the others’.”


 

 “So you recommend a covert approach?  Concealed carry magic, so to speak?” 
   

“Much the same as you have always done.  You were my first example in the art of subtlety.”

   
 “And now I’ve blown it and acted like a rabid dog?” 
   

“You have shown yourself to be passionate about protecting your friends and family.  Chris and Stacia kept the situation from devolving further.”


 

 “I’m surprised Krupp didn’t arrest me.” 
   

“She indicated she was going to, but Chris pointed out that there was no way to keep you contained against your will, short of drugging you.  I indicated that I would not allow that.  Upon conferring via cell phone with their magical consultant, it was determined that Chris was correct.”


 

 “Wait, that witch Krista?  She already put me in a cell once,” I said. 
   
 “Which she indicated you broke out of.  And it is apparent that your skills and power have grown since that time.  She indicated that she would have no part in attempting a second containment and expressed an immediate desire to immigrate to Australia. You were remanded into Chris and, particularly, Stacia’s custody.”


 

 “I fucked up, Omega.  Thanks for having my back, buddy.  Now, I suppose I should nut up and face the others.” 
   
 “I have pointed out that assaulting your protective shields in the heat of the moment only escalated the situation and that you never actually engaged in offensive magic.”


 

 “Thanks again.”  I stood up and headed for the door, pausing by the mirror to attempt to corral my bed head hair into some semblance of sanity.  Then I took a big breath and unwarded the door and went into the other room. 
   
 It went quiet immediately. 
   
 “Hey dude, you’re up,” Mack said, moving over to make room for me on the couch. 
   
 “Omega woke me up. He’s been explaining the error of my ways.  I want to apologize for, well, having a meltdown,” I said, keeping my head up and taking them all in. I sat next to Mack.  Away from everyone else. 
   
 Chris nodded, arms crossed.  My aunt crossed the room in quick steps and hugged me tight.  Darcy looked uncertain but smiled my way.  Gina Velasquez watched me with sharp, analytical eyes and Stacia… Stacia watched me like a wary wolf.  There was both a quiet defiance in her pose as well as intense vulnerability. 
   
 “I won the office pool,” Lydia said from onscreen.  “Been saying you were going to pop like a balloon for months now.” 
   
 Nika was standing behind the little vampire and shaking her head while mouthing full of crap. 
   
 Lydia spun suddenly in a vampiric blur but Nika’s face had gone still and blank a split second before that happened. 
   
 “So, Omega went ahead and woke you up.  How do you feel?” Tanya asked, ignoring the two next to her. 
   
 “To be honest, I was pretty pissed when I woke up but he pointed out the reality of the situation, so now I’m mostly embarrassed.  I also didn’t know Chris could cut magic like that. So I suspect there’s other stuff you both haven’t shared,” I said. 
   
 She tilted her head, giving the slightest of nods before asking the next question. “And how does that make you feel about working with us?” 
   
 I rubbed my head.  There was no lying to this group.  “I don’t know.  I understand why it happened, but I don’t fully understand why that particular set of actions occurred.  I’m sure you all don’t trust me now,” I said. 
   
 “And you probably don’t trust us,” Tanya said.  It wasn’t a question. 
   
 “Which is likely the exact result the fae individual you’ve labeled as a black dog was seeking,”  Omega said. 
   
 “I thought he was seeking Declan dead,” Mack said. 
   
 “The force of numbers activated were far too low to reasonably gain such a goal.  Even the attack thwarted by Stacia would not likely have worked.  But creating a situation that pitted Earth officials against team members was highly probable.  Achieving a scenario where team members were at odds with each other was likely the greatest possible outcome imaginable,” Omega said. 
   
 “Creating any element of distrust among us would reduce our effectiveness,” Tanya said. 
   
 “You, as a group, are one of the leading forces against both the Vorsook and the queens of Fairie.  Isolating Declan from the rest of you plays exactly into their hands, and it was achieved with the loss of just a few small pawns.”


 

 Chris exchanged a look with Tanya over the Skype connection.  “Declan, I bear some blame here, too.  I’m not sorry from stopping you from attacking Krupp, but my method was too confrontational.  I… struggle with my dark side, too.  If Stacia hadn’t intervened, one of us might have… no, almost certainly would have crossed a line of no return.”   
   
 I couldn’t help shooting a glance at Stacia but flicked my eyes back to him as I nodded once. 
   
 “Well, this is awkward,” Lydia said with fake cheeriness.  “Now what happened with Krupp, the black dog dude, and how did he shield himself from direct magical attack?” 
   
 “That individual fae is being held in an ultra high security federal facility, a prototype structure designed to hold supernaturals.  A close search of the individual by the FBI Supernatural Task Force magical consultant resulted in the discovery of a small clear diamond earring that boasts significant anti-magic properties.  Agent Krupp has taken personal custody of that item.”


 

 “And they still can’t keep you out, can they, Omega?” Lydia asked. 
   
 “No Lydia, they cannot.  They have made considerable attempts but my reconnaissance drone technology remains ahead of their best efforts.”


 

 “So, to summarize, we conducted a successful foray onto Fairie but fell into a psyops attack that has left us with trust issues.  Declan, how do you feel about me?” Tanya asked. 
   
 “Ah, what?” I asked. 
   
 “Well, you know that Chris has some anti-magic abilities and you’ve guessed that I have some capabilities of my own should you and I come to opposition.  What would you do?” 
   
 My first impulse was to say I’d do nothing, but that would have been a lie. After a moment, I, maybe unwisely, spoke my thoughts.  “I’m guessing your abilities would involve voice and sonic stuff.  A bunch of ideas for Air-based spells occur to me.” 
   
 “And Chris’s approach?” she pressed. 
   
 “Likely aura-based, so that’s trickier.  Got a few ideas though,” I said guardedly. 
   
 “Thanks for your honesty.  I would be very disappointed in you if you weren’t actively seeking workarounds for both.  That would be a failure of my training and judgment of you. Perhaps we should train with all our capabilities?” she suggested, one eyebrow up. 
   
 I nodded slowly.  “Why not.” 
   
 “Hey, what about the elephant in the room… or should I…” Lydia started to say but stopped cold as Tanya’s hand appeared over her mouth. 
   
 “I’ll clear my schedule and head up this afternoon.  Are you still willing to go back to Fairie?” Tanya asked. 
   
 “The queens would get what they wanted if we didn’t,” I said. “So yeah, of course.” 
   
 “Okay, we’re going to sign off now,” Tanya said and after a quick chorus of goodbyes, she disconnected. 
   
 Chris came over.  “What do you think?  Can we start over?”  
   
 I nodded.  He held out a hand and I shook it.  Like gripping a piece of industrial machinery.   
   
 “All right then, I’ll leave you to it.  We’ll get together when Tanya gets up here,” he said.  As he left, Darcy moved into his spot. 
   
 “You had me worried there, kiddo,” she said.  She definitely still looked worried. 
   
 “Yeah, I slipped up a bit—more than a bit,” I said.   
   
 She nodded.  “Listen, what happened out there… it was a lot for the guys in my department to process.  They’ve only ever seen the finding lost kid stuff or missing evidence spells that Ashling does for them.  You scared them—badly—today. Maybe you could keep a low profile, okay?” 

 


“Yeah, no traffic infractions or reasons to get pulled over.  I can do that, Darcy,” I said. 
   
 She ruffled my hair.  “Okay, gotta get back on patrol.”  She gave Aunt Ash a quick kiss and headed out. 
   
 “Dude, I’ll see you later,” Mack said, standing up next to me.  “Thanks for getting Jetta out of that mess.  No matter what anyone says, you might have saved her life today.” 
   
 I nodded again, unsure of what to say. He gave me a bro hug then slipped out of the room. 
   
 “Declan, when things have quieted down a bit, maybe we could have a chat?” Gina asked. 
   
 “Sure Gina,” I said, wondering when quiet would ever come. 
   
 Aunt Ash stood watching me as Gina left.  After a second or two, she came over and hugged me again.   
   
 “Declan me boy, I’m so very proud of ye.  Personally, I think ye were bang on to protect yer girl here,” she said with a nod toward Stacia.  “Ye’ve handled yer heritage with pride and honor.  Did ye go a wee bit overboard?  Yes.  But that’s when yer girl protected you.  Keep that in mind after I’ve left ye alone, right?”  
   
 “Yes ma’am,” I said. 
   
 “Hah. Ma’am is it?  Yer a hell of a chancer, Declan O’Carroll, did ye know?” she asked, bending my head forward and planting a kiss on the crown of my head.  “Right, then.  I’m off.  Come for dinner, eh? And be gentle with each other, ye hear?  Don’t make me get out my love grimoire,” she said, shaking a finger at us.  Then she slid over by Stacia, gave her a hug, and left the room. 
   
 The room was now empty except for Stacia and me. 
 




Chapter 14


 

 “Hey,” I said. 
   
 “Hey,” she said back.  Her arms were crossed but it looked more like a self-hug than a defensive pose. 
   
 “Um, I, ah, well, kind of lost it.  So you did what you had to,” I said. 
   
 She watched me with big green eyes, making me very nervous.  “You almost lost it.  Never quite got there,” she said. She pushed off the wall she was leaning against and moved over to sit next to me on the couch. 
   
 “You were protecting me from bullets.  And you focused all your anger and betrayal on Krupp, mainly because she’s kind of a bitch,” Stacia said.  She was close, maybe a finger’s width away from her body touching the side of mine.  “But you never crossed the line.  I told the others that the issue was when Chris started to break your magic or whatever.  That’s when I got scared.  What would happen if the two of you really got into it?  You didn’t, by the way. You still played defensive.  And he kept pushing, but that’s Grim.  And Grim is Grim.  If you two had thrown down, I’d have to side with you.  And the two of us might still lose.  Especially if ‘Sos got pulled into it.  So I couldn’t.  I couldn’t let any of that happen.  So I used your trust in me and snuck up and choked you out.  And now you will likely never trust me again.” 
   
 Her eyes were wet with moisture but her voice stayed firm.  Her slim hand on her right knee trembled just ever so slightly.  I reached for it.  Pulled it up in my hand and turned it over.  Her nails are long and very sharp, much stronger than a normal human’s.  With a thought, they can become true claws, razor tipped.  Sliding closer until our bodies touched, I took her hand and spread out her sharp-nailed fingers, then I lifted my chin and put her hand around my neck before taking my hand away. 
   
 “You told me that you would have my back, that you would help me keep myself in check.  What part of today did you fail in that promise?  When did that happen?  Fighting the Hammer of God?  Not a great idea.  And who the hell knew he could chop through magic like a Ginsu knife?” I said, looking up at the ceiling. 
   
 She sat very still, her deadly hand at my throat, then she sucked in a quick hard breath and her arms were suddenly wrapped around me, pulling me tightly to her. Her face replaced her hand at my throat and she held me really, really tight.  My own arms were around her and I could feel her drawing my scent in through her nose. 
   
 After a solid twenty or thirty seconds, she spoke.  “I thought you would turn away from me.  I choked you out in the middle of a fight and you would never, ever trust me near you again.” 
   
 “Please.  What couple doesn’t engage in a little rear naked choking from time to time.  Hey, wait… you really were naked, weren’t you?  It actually was a rear naked choke,” I said. 
   
 She shook her head at me. “One track mind, O’Carroll. One track mind.” 
   
 “That just makes it easier to get me back on the line when I jump a rail,” I said, grinning. 
   
 She didn’t smile at my joke.  “I never, ever, ever want to see you and Chris facing off again,” she said. 
   
 I sighed and leaned back, looking up, thinking about what had happened.  “Every thing is so…” 
   
 “Fragile?” she suggested. 
   
 “Yeah.  Fragile.  Things that seem rock solid suddenly fall apart,” I said. 
   
 “And things that seem wispy as air become steel hard,” she said, snuggling closer. 
   
 I nodded.  “Wait are you talking about us or…” I asked, breaking off to look down at my lap. 
   
 “Once a perv, always a perv,” she said, then suddenly stiffened as something occurred to her.  “Your Aunt Darcy was right.  You’ve got to keep a real low profile.  Krupp will be gunning for you and the locals were scared out of their minds,” she said. 
   
 “I didn’t really do anything.  Not really.” 
   
 “You bounced all of them a foot in the air, including their cars.  Then there is the whole flaming hand and lightning fist thing,” she said. 
   
 “Sounds like some really cool style of Kung fu.” 
   
 “Declan, I’m serious.  We need to keep you out of sight a bit,” she said, frowning beautifully. 
   
 “Hey, I know. I have a cute little city in the country—my country.  We could hide out there,” I said. 
   
 “Your city—your country?” she asked, frown now a glower.  “I might have to choke you again.” 
   
 “Well, I don’t own anything but I have sort of been elected chief steward of the realm—by the realm itself.” 
   
 She looked thoughtful.  “Perhaps it would be a good idea to go back.” 
   
 “Huh?  I thought we were going back in a week or so?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes, but now we’ve had a disruption to our team dynamics.  Wouldn’t the queens expect us to do something rash and ill thought out?  Like run away to Fairie?” 
   
 “And you think going along with the queens’ plans is helpful?” I asked. 
   
 She grinned.  “Listen, if this thing has taught us anything, it’s that Fairie plots are intricate and long-term.  They left hidden assets on Earth and then spent them for possibly the sole purpose of fracturing our team.  What’s next?  Wouldn’t they expect you to run away?  You’re a kid in most people’s eyes, let alone those ancient hags.” 
   
 Hags?  Ancient yes, but from what I’d seen (and that was quite a lot), the queens didn’t look like any hags I ever heard of. 
   
 “Come on, you know what I mean,” she said, reading my expression. 
   
 “Actually, yes.  If I got all butt hurt, running to Fairie would be appealing.  Then what?  Contact from one of their agents in Idiria?  Cookies and milk on the dark side?” I asked.  “Then wham, bam, thank you Sam, we’ll just take these elementals and this realm off your hands?” 
   
 “That’s what I was thinking.  According to your mumbo jumbo sources, they’ve used up the elementals of their realms.  The Vorsook are increasing pressure and they need more firepower.  Let’s trick that dumb but cute kid from Earth out of his new set of magical pals.” 
   
 “Loathe as I am to interrupt your bonding rituals, I agree with Stacia’s analysis of the queens’ actions and goals.  I have calculated a number of possible scenarios from here.  Are you interested in reviewing them?” Omega suddenly asked.  “As soon as I am done I would, of course, leave you to consummate your, quote, make-up session.”

   
 “I for one, would be very interested in hearing your plans as soon as possible, summarized of course,” I said.  Stacia’s right eyebrow arched but she just nodded. 
   
 So he started talking, and the television on the wall lit up with detailed plans and pictures.  And my day started to turn around. 
 




Chapter 15


 

 We stepped through to the cavern on Fairie, dropped off a few items to the cave’s cache, and then activated the gate to Idiria. 
   
 I went through first, one of Ashley Moore’s scarves in my hand.  Instantly I was surrounded by flying teeth as Pancho and his crew reacted to my emergence.  Next, while waving the Ashley-scented scarf, I held up my phone and played a video that Ashley had made for her pucks.  Only after Pancho had nodded and his clan had dispersed to fulfill Ashley’s requests did I toss a shotgun shell back through the open gate. 
   
 Immediately Stacia jumped through from the cavern, trying to look relaxed but failing as her eyes darted around, taking in all the flying furry activity. She held a rope in her left hand that stretched back through the portal into the cave. Her right was on the grip of her patrol slung DP-12 shotgun. 
   
 “They’re good?” she asked.  With a sharp buzz, Pancho was suddenly hovering in front of her, his teeth bared in a horrible semblance of a smile.  The pucks did not like either werewolves in general or just Stacia in particular.  She pulled back for a second, then smiled back at him.  It was more baring of teeth than any kind of warm greeting.   
   
 Pleasantries covered, he turned to me and held up a squirming object in his muscular little arms.  The insect-like Tink twisted and turned, fighting to get its glistening stinger into any handy target. 
   
 “Fine, let that one go. Kill the rest,” I said.  High-pitched squeals came from my phone as Omega translated.  Pancho watched me with underwhelmed eyes before uttering a squeak of his own.  Six husky pucks appeared, each throwing a crushed Tink to the floor at my feet.  Pancho squeaked briefly before taking off with his living captive. 
   

“The closest I can translate is ‘No shit,” Omega said.   
   
 “Yeah, somehow I got that one pretty clearly,” I said. Stacia meanwhile was pulling on her rope, hauling a heavily loaded utility wagon through the portal.  As soon as the back wheel cleared the gate, I shut the doorway to the cavern and then set about making the Idiria side of the portal more permanent. 
   
 “Furry sons of bitches,” Stacia muttered as a puck zoomed a little too close to her head.  There seemed to be quite a bit of fly-by activity going on around her. 
   
 We quickly organized our stuff into the same room that I’d had when we stayed here with Ashley and her dad not so very long ago.  Then we cracked the door on the apartment and looked out into the hall leading to the rest of Idiria.   
   
 Six elves in head-to-toe white clothing stood, almost at attention.   
   
 “Lord Declan, welcome back,” the lead elf said. All six bowed simultaneously. 
   
 “Ah, thank you, Stocan.  Ah how long have you all been out here—waiting?” I asked. 
   
 “Not much more than an hour, milord,” he said. 
   
 “You can just call me Declan,” I said. 
   
 “Of course, milord,” he said with a short bow and without a trace of sarcasm.  “What do you require, milord?”  
   
 “Well, we were going to see if we could get some food somewhere in the city.  We never got a chance to really eat anywhere but the apartment or that one night in the main hall,” I said. 
   
 “Certainly.  We can either bring you food of your liking or lead you to one of several main dining facilities,” he offered. 
   
 I exchanged a glance with Stacia.  “One of the dining places would be great,” I said.  “Ah, how did you know we were here?” 
   
 “The city and the land quieted several days ago, indicating you had returned somewhere in the realm.  When you arrived here, today, there was a noticeable change in Idiria.  Also, I surmised you would return to the place in the city you knew best, and so we’ve been keeping an eye on the Speaker’s apartments as well as providing food for the Speaker’s pucks.  Today’s watcher noticed a sudden flurry of activity among the clan.” 
   
 “So it’s noticeable, here, when I’m here?” I asked, wincing at my own awkward phrasing. 
   
 “Very,” he said, turning and leading us down the white stone hallway. 
   
 The other five fell in behind us and a couple of pucks flew overhead circuits around us like the combat air patrol around a Navy battle group.  White-clad elves stopped and made the same short bows in our direction everywhere he led us.  When we arrived at an outdoor café of a sort, the elves already there either bowed if they were standing or inclined their heads if they were sitting. 
   
 Stocan led us right to a small table smack dab in the middle of the café.  Two of our escort moved around us and ahead, pulling out our chairs like Queen Elizabeth’s Buckingham staff. Once we were seated, they all took two steps back and waited in place. 
   
 “You don’t have to wait on us, Stocan. Now that you’ve shown us this place, I’m sure we’re fine,” I said, not liking the attention we were getting. Elven expressions are more staid and stoic in general than humans but I could still read fear, anger, and curiosity among the faces that surrounded us. 
   
 “Of course, Lord Declan,” he said with a nod.  He must have made some sign or gesture that I missed because suddenly all our attendants backed away.  A new elf wearing two bands of white on his left arm approached Stocan to confer at a whisper in Elvish. 
   
 My phone buzzed in my pocket and when I pulled it out, I saw a message from Omega.  The day’s menu is being discussed.  I showed it to Stacia and sipped water from a crystal goblet that was full before we sat down. 
   
 “Milord, is braised aurochs with mushrooms over a bed of wild rice acceptable?” Stocan asked. 
   
 I hardly needed to glance at Stacia to know her answer.  Aurochs were extinct on Earth but had very healthy populations here on Fairie.  Giant wild cows that were a favorite of the dragons. “Absolutely.  Medium rare for myself and very rare for Stacia,” I said. 
   
 “Very good, sir. I’ll be nearby if you need me,” he said, backing away. 
   
 “Ah, Stocan, would you join us for a moment?  We were wondering if we could ask you some questions,” I asked, looking around for a free chair that we could drag over to our table. 
   
 A new elf with a single white armband appeared, carrying one of the lightweight, blonde wood chairs from seemingly out of nowhere and placing it at our table. 
   
 “Of course, Lord Declan,” Stocan said, bowing again before sitting in the chair. 
   
 I leaned close to him and lowered my voice.  “We don’t need all the formality and stuff,” I said. 
   
 “So I have surmised.  However, it is still necessary, if only for the inhabitants of your Realm,” he said. 
   
 I didn’t know where to begin with that, but Stacia jumped in.  “I think, Declan, it’s rather like when a new Alpha takes over as pack leader.  Things are very formal for quite a while until the pack members get used to the Alpha and learn where they stand,” she said. 
   
 “I suspect, not knowing werefolk myself, that you have found a singularly accurate analogy, Miss Stacia,” Stocan said.  “We are, milord, in relatively unprecedented territory.  There has not been a new Realm Holder in millennia.  The Middle Realm has, to our knowledge, never had a Holder.  The city’s residents have no idea of their status, placement in your hierarchy, or even safety.” 
   
 “Safety?” I asked. 
   
 “The only two Realm Holders they know are highly dangerous and prone to acts of cruelty at the slightest whim.  Actually, Realm Holders are always dangerous, as you hold the power of the land at your merest thought.  Your previous short time among us demonstrated that you were capable of fending off both queens, a dragon, and the Black Frost at the same time.” 
   
 “I had a lot of help,” I said. 
   
 “But less than they did.  The point is that the city walks an emotional knife’s edge while they wait to learn your ways,” Stocan said. 
   
 “So, pretty much everybody here is judging us?” I asked, glancing around.  No one met my eyes but the diners and staff all seemed very subdued. 
   
 “Of course.  Elves and humans have many differences but we both have a strong survival instinct.  Being here, now, with the only new Realm Holder in thousands of years demands a sharp focus on you if they wish to survive.” 
   
 Two wait staff appeared with polished wooden plates of flowers, fruits, and greens, setting one in front of me and a second in front of Stacia. 
   
 “It is a pre-meal designed to enhance the tastes of the main meal.  Every bit of it is edible, including the flowers,” Stocan said. 
   
 I picked up a bright yellow bloom with a red center, looking at it dubiously. Stacia sniffed the flower and shrugged.  She didn’t smell anything off. Then I got a feeling—the innate knowledge of the realm type of feeling.  It was safe. I took a bite.  Sweet.  I ate the whole thing in one bite.  Sweet with a hint of sharpness. Stacia picked up a blue and violet blossom, sniffed it, and looked my way with raised brow.  I got another feeling.  “It’s safe,” I said.  Surprise flashed over her face.  The rest of the flower disappeared. Stocan was watching me, clearly aware of my sudden confidence. 
   
 “Stocan, there are still people here associated with either Court, right?” I asked, taking a bite of a tart fruit that was like the love child of a lime and a mango. 

 


“There are,” he said.  “Many we know of, some we suspect and, I’m sure, some who remain hidden.” 
   
 “Any way to tell someone’s allegiance?” Stacia asked. 
   
 He shook his head. “The ones we know of were indiscrete when the Courts were in Idiria.  Others conducted themselves with more subtlety but gave enough clues that we have a good idea of where their allegiance lies.  However, the queens are old and cunning.  There are surprises here. You should be careful.” 
   
 “Hmm.  Stocan, are you a spy for either court?” I asked, playing a hunch.  He frowned and opened his mouth, unsure of what to say.  “Never mind, I already know the answer.”  And I did. 
 He was loyal to the Middle Realm.  To me in as much as I represented the Realm, but basically trustworthy. 
   
 “You can tell?” Stacia asked.   
   
 “I can.  Like I can tell what’s edible and what’s poisonous,” I said, turning to point at a white blossom in a hanging basket suspended from the side of a column of stone.  “That one will kill in seconds.  Like you, dear: beauty and sudden death, wrapped in one.” 
   
 “Awww, aren’t you sweet,” she said, only slightly sarcastic. 
   
 “The Realm speaks to you,” Stocan stated. 
   
 “It does. You might want to spread the word. Flush the rats out of hiding.” 
   
 “The queens will know you are back,” he said. 
   
 “I will be disappointed if they don’t know that already,” I answered. 
   
 He nodded.  “And you want this?” 
   
 “I do,” I said.   
   
 He looked at me steadily for a moment or two.  “Are you going to sacrifice this realm to protect your Earth?” 
   
 “Interesting,” I said, glancing at Stacia, who quirked an eyebrow.  “Is that a common concern?” 
   
 “It is.  You and your group are known to be protectors of your world.  Plus, you no sooner took hold of the realm and then you left it.” 
   
 “Fair enough.  No, I do not intend to sacrifice this land or even this world. In fact, I’ll protect it from either of the queens, their murderous daughters, or the Vorsook.  But I do intend to use it to protect Earth.” 
   
 “Your goals are ambitious.  Some would say too ambitious,” he said.  Stocan was measuring us, and the rest of his people were waiting on his results.  I could see it in his body language, feel it in the tension of our onlookers and, then, of course, there was the little matter of the Realm’s own insight. 
   
 “You understand what I am?  Aside from the Realm Holder stuff?” I asked. 
   
 “You are a powerful witch,” he said.  Stacia snorted, looking amused when he glanced her way. 
   
 “I am.  And do you understand what I have behind me?” I asked. 
   
 “The Speaker, her sire, your young friends, and, I believe, some powerful, well-placed individuals from your world,” he said. 
   
 “Oh, it’s a bit more than that,” I said.  “Let’s just say that I can call upon almost all the technological resources of my planet.” 
   
 My phone vibrated where it lay on the table near my right hand.  A single word popped up. 

Almost?


 

 Stocan frowned at the phone, clearly confused. 
   
 “Let’s just make sure the message gets out to the Courts,” I said. 
   
 He nodded slowly, eyes on mine.  “I’ll assure it, although as you say, it is likely old news.” 
 




Chapter 16


 

 It turned out that he didn’t have to do anything.  Our first contact approached as we returned to the apartment after an excellent aurochs dinner. 
   
 “How does it feel to know you just ate a type of cow that the other wolves in your pack won’t have the pleasure of?” I asked my girlfriend. 
   
 “Oh, is Mr. Realm Holder getting all full of himself?” she asked. 
   
 “No, but Mr. Portal Maker might feel proud to give his mate a meal unavailable to anyone on Earth,” I said. 
   
 She turned to look at me while we kept walking.  “What?” I asked, uncertain of the look in her eyes. 
   
 “That might be the first time you called me your mate,” she said. 
   
 “Well, we’re mates, right?  Not the Aussie kind of mates either, but the sleep-naked-in-the-same-bed kind of mates,” I said. 
   
 Suddenly I was up against the wall, pressed there by a girl a head shorter and two-thirds my weight.  “You better believe, deep, deep in your heart that we’re mates,” she said, then she was kissing me.  It was a nice long kiss and I wasn’t really ready to come up for air when she suddenly ended it. 
   
 I opened my eyes to see her head turned, staring at an elf who hadn’t been there a second ago.  Part of me had been aware of him but most of me had been distracted by Stacia. 
   
 He was very slender, even for an elf.  If he’d been human, I’d have called him emaciated. Tan leathery-looking pants, a light green shirt, and a white wristband.  He stared at me like a junkie spotting his next fix.  I take it as a real bad sign when any male chooses to stare at me over Stacia—it’s obvious they have real issues. 
   
 “What?” Stacia asked.   
   
 His eyes clicked her way and the most minute flicker of distaste crossed his expression.  Just a shimmer, a twitch, a hint.  Way more than enough to ensure that he instantly made my shit list. 
   
 “I have an offer for Lord Declan,” he said, staring at me while he spoke. 
   
 “He’s not interested.  He likes girls, and one in particular,” Stacia said.  She wasn’t normally that blunt, so I knew it was a ploy to push his balance.  It worked.  His expression flickered to anger and disgust before it settled back down to just crazy.  “Not an offer of that sort,” he said with distaste.  “An offer of education,” he said. 
   
 “Education, is it?” I asked.  “What field of study?” 
   
 “Realm control,” he said, emphasizing the second word in almost the creepiest way possible. 
   
 “You’re gonna teach a Realm Holder about running a realm?” Stacia asked in total disbelief. 
   
 The look he turned her way was totally hostile and a sudden insight made me look at him with my Sight.  He glowed a sickly green.  A toxic chemical, glow stick, zombie kind of green. 
   
 “I think he’s Summer’s pawn,” I murmured to Stacia, then raised my voice.  “You’re suggesting I take a lesson from the creature who’s tried to kill me multiple times in the last month?” 
   
 “And you’ve already learned to stay alive, my lord Realm Holder.  Her Magnificence has already begun the lessons,” he said. 
   
 The ground shook slightly and the hard stone under his feet flowed like water, splashing up away from his legs as he dropped two feet into the floor.  It all flowed back and flashed to solid in an instant. 
   
 Stacia looked from the trapped elf to me with eyes wide.  “Bravo, Declan.  I’d say your Realm control is pretty tight, wouldn’t you agree Mr…” she asked the suddenly panicky elf. 
   
 “No offense, Lord Declan,” he said, ignoring her question.  Rookie mistake. 
   
 A hand tipped with iron-hard, needle-sharp claws reached out and lightly gripped his face, swinging it back her way.  “I asked for your name.” 
   
 “Vinesh, my lady,” he said, his fear finding a new direction. 
   
 “So what’s your offer, Vinesh?” Stacia asked. 
   
 He was now very afraid for his life and seemed shocked at the sudden change of events.  I got the impression that he was badly surprised by our responses, like maybe someone had given him a different idea of how we might act. 
   
 “You need to learn to answer my lady’s questions, Vinesh,” I said. I started to raise my right hand but he was speaking before it got even with my waist. 
   
 “The Princess Eirwen offers to treat with you,” he said in a rush. 
   
 “Let me guess—deep in sunny Summer?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “No, milady. Here in the Middle Realm.  Well, not here, here but in the Middle Realm,” he blurted. 
   
 “Where in the Realm, Vinesh?” she pressed. 
   
 “In, in the mountains.  On the lands of the Wild Hunt,” he said. 
   
 “Those assholes?” I asked.  Stacia arched one brow.  “They’re the ones that tried to take my friend Ariel.  They live on my realm?” I asked Vinesh, while reaching out to the land around me. 
 “Hmm, never mind. I can feel them,” I said.  What I didn’t say was that they were somehow muted to my sense of the Realm.  I knew where they were but I didn’t know much else.  That was odd.  The rest of the Middle lands were sharply defined to my senses, like an ultra high def television.  But these guys were grainy, tube-driven, black and white. 
   
 Stacia was watching me.  She could tell something was off. 
   
 “A trap, then?” she asked. 
   
 “Not a trap, milady.  Princess Eirwen guarantees safe passage,” Vinesh said. 
   
 “Interesting.  She guarantees safe passage on my land,” I said. “Maybe we should go see her?”  
   
 “Good idea,” Stacia agreed. 
   
 “I can arrange steeds and supplies by morning, my Lord,” Vinesh said. 
   
 “Morning?  Oh, no.  We’re going right now,” I said, releasing him from the stone floor.  Stacia grabbed his right elbow and I grabbed his left, hauling him along between us.  The apartment was a short distance down the hall and the door opened for us at my thought. 
   
 Once inside, we went right to the garden and dropped our guest on the floor.  Stacia disappeared to get our guns and I set up the runes for a portal into the middle of the Wild Hunt lands.  The clarity might be off, but I knew their location perfectly well now that I was thinking about it. 
   
 “Lord Declan, what you are attempting is extremely dangerous and extraordinarily difficult for even a master Watcher of the Veil,” Vinesh said. 
   
 Stacia came back into the room with bandoliers slung in a distracting manner and both shotguns. 
   
 I leaned back on my heels and touched the portal circle.  It zipped open, a clean slice through reality, a perfect doorway across the realm. 
   
 “Definitely getting much smoother,” Stacia said, turning to Vinesh.  His face was blank, almost unreadable, but I’d watched enough of the boring dragon negotiations to detect some shock and surprise. “Don’t you agree?” 
   
 He looked from her to the portal and then flicked his eyes my way before they went back to the open doorway.  He swallowed.  My girl shoved him through and we both followed. 
 



Chapter 17


 

 We stepped out of Ashley’s garden and into the ancient mountains of Middle Realm. We went from white stone underfoot to dark, rugged granite and dirt, with sharp mountains rising all around us.  My shields were up, but honestly, the instant the gate opened, Omega sent a tiny drone through and he would have told me if things were hinkey.   
   
 Instead, we caught them off guard.  The Wild Hunt occupied a natural pocket canyon set into the lower side of a big mountain.  And the first thing I noticed, aside from the suddenly startled elves, goblins, and other things, was that the mountain was home to a good-sized elemental. It was buried deep in the solid rock, right down in the core. 
   
 A couple of arrows flashed our way, stopping dead in the outer layer of my shields, held frozen four feet off the ground.  Vinesh yelled a few times in Elvish, and I’m guessing most of the words were curses.  Just call it intuition.  The arrows stopped, then the curses stopped too as a small crowd started to gather.   
   
 “What’s up?” Stacia asked, her eyes on the crowd but her attention on my distractedness. 
   
 “There’s a big earthy I don’t know.  It must have blocked some of my perception of the Hunt,” I said aside to her.  Vinesh was now conferring with a tough-looking elf who had three scarred and squatty goblins hovering behind him. 
   
 “And it’s, what?  Protecting them?” she asked. 
   
 “No.  Maybe.  I’m not sure,” I said.  I could feel the mountain and the mountain was aware of me, but it was… not impressed.   
   
 The tough guy sent one of the goblins bounding away before turning back to us, a mean glint in his eye.  The goblin disappeared into a cave I hadn’t noticed and now, as I looked the canyon over, I could see there were more than a few yawning black entrances on the rock walls around us. 
   
 “Is this thing a problem?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “In that it doesn’t seem to have got the memo about me and the realm and all that,” I said. 
   
 Figures emerged from the cave the goblin had entered, and I could see four people headed toward us.  Two were shiny silver, one wore green, and the last was the squatty goblin messenger. After a second or two, I could see that one of the armored ones and the figure in green had female shapes. 
   
 “Interesting armor,” Stacia noted. “And are those antlers growing out of her head?” 
   
 “The leader of the Hunt always has antlers, I think,” I said. “She’s just got spike horns.” 
   
 “You know her?”  
   
 “I sort of promoted her,” I replied.  “Which explains her armor.”  Both armor-clad warriors were walking mirrors, reflecting everything around them. I also recognized the female elf in green. 
   
 “Let me guess… you hit them with some kind of light?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Yup.  Hit her boss with a big ole beam of super sunlight.  They tried to take Ariel from my aunt’s place.  I objected.” 
   
 “And so you started a new fashion trend,” she said. 
   
 “Ah, our young witch and his pet,” Eirwen, Summer Princess, said with a winning smile.  I’m sure her charisma packed a real punch but the fingers of my right hand were touching the steel of my holstered Serbu and Stacia was resting her left hand on the barrels of her DP-12. 
   
 “I believe you called,” I said. 
   
 “So we did.  You got here quicker than I thought you would.  So precocious,” Eirwen said with a smirk. 
   
 “Interrupted your evil plans, did we?” I asked. 
   
 “We were discussing your education,” Eirwen said.  “This is the perfect place for your first lesson, right now.” 
   
 “And you intend to teach it?” I asked, pulling ambient heat from the ground.  Far, far below my feet, I felt a river of something else. 
   
 “Oh, I think you’re already learning it.  This place, this mountain, it does not heed your new title, does it?  You’re not getting the same information the rest of your realm feeds you, right?” 
   
 “Oh.  You’re talking about the earth elemental who is mostly ignoring me,” I said.  “What of it?” 
   
 “Here’s a lesson for free.  The first thing a Realm Holder must do is subjugate all the elementals, as you call them, in her or his realm.  But you just ran away, didn’t you?” 
   
 “No, Princess Posey.  You and your mom ran away after I beat your asses.  Myself, I went home to get the stink of elf shit out of my nose.  You know?  The stuff you, your cousin, your aunt and your mom all left behind as you ran for cover,” I said. 
   
 Her smile tightened, momentarily becoming a grimace before becoming sickly sweet.  Ah, nerve touched.  She turned to her companions in their mirror-like armor. 
   
 “Arrogance wrapped in a naïve shell,” she said.  Looking back my way, she said, “You actually believe you beat two queens of Fairie?”  
   
 “No, we beat two queens, a dragon, assorted goblins, Hunters, three Guardians including your cousin, and oh yeah, you,” I said.  “But you didn’t ask us here for a recap, did you?  What do you want, Eirwen?”   
   
 Far below me, something wiggled free and moved toward the surface, answering my call.  
   
 “Despite your insults, I wanted to offer a lesson or two in Realm management,” she said. 
   
 “Right, the whole oppress and deplete your elementals so you can run out of power, right?” 
   
 “Let me guess… you’ve had a conversation with your realm?” she asked, brows arched. 
   
 I didn’t answer, just waited her out.  “And you blithely believed whatever your realm told you, didn’t you?  But did they mention holdouts like the one Shazia commands?” Eirwen asked, nodding at the armored man next to the woman with the deer antlers. 
   
 I couldn’t help it. I started laughing. 
   
 “Oh come on, Princess Cupcake, pull the other leg.  Nobody commands this mountain, least of all him,” I said.  Antlers had been frowning at me, but this Shazia, who must have some elemental ability with Earth, flat out glared at me. He stamped his foot and the ground shook. 
   
 Stacia rode it out with her trademark casual grace, but I admit I stumbled a little.  The elves, who were agile like, well, elves, handled it easily.  Eirwen smirked. 
   
 “Ooooh, shaky. So scary,” I said, channeling my best impression of Erika—at least, Erika’s sarcasm. 
   
 “Do you have a voice, dog?  Or do you just let him lead you around on your leash?” Eirwen asked Stacia, clearly already annoyed with me.  Go figure. 
   
 “Leave me out of it, Flowers.  I’m just here to keep him from breaking too much stuff, you know, like cities, villages… mountain ranges,” Stacia said.   
   
 “You should take the danger you’re in seriously,” Eirwen said, nodding to Shazia, who stomped twice.  This time, the earth moved for like fifteen seconds, rocks and shale plummeting down from the slopes above. 
   
 “Well?” Stacia asked me.  “What’s up with your mountain?” 
   
 “Looking Glass here is tickling the elemental.  It’s barely aware of us,” I said to her.  Turning back to the three elves, I said, “Hey y’all, watch this.” 
   
 I pulled harder on the trace below me.  Nothing happened.  Eirwen smirked while the elemental elf looked outright contemptuous. 
   
 I pulled again,
feeling it get closer.  Still nothing happened. 
   
 “You gonna answer them or are we done here?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Oh come on.  Give me a second.  Mountains hang around forever.  You think making a point to one happens instantly?” I asked.  Stacia shrugged. 
   
 “And while we all experience your underwhelming response, let me address your comment about the queens’ handling of their realms,” Eirwen said.  “Are you familiar with Norway?” 
   
 “I figured you more for an Emerald Isle type of deranged fairy,” I said. 
   
 Shazia moved his feet in a little shuffle, drawing a glance from all of us. He stopped, looking annoyed. 
   
 “Oh, we’ve some history with your Scandinavian regions as well.  Anyway, I figured you might be more tuned in with the financial markets of your world,” Eirwen said. 
   
 “You talking about their sovereign wealth fund?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Oh, give the dog a bone! Guessed it in one,” the princess said.  Both mirror-clad elves shuffled a bit and the Princess of the Summer Court shot them a sidelong glance before turning back to us.  “Yes, Norway, who sells its natural resources in the form of complex chain, carbon-rich liquids, has, with unusual foresight, salted away the resulting flow of income into your world’s largest sovereign fund.  Money for, how do you humans say it?  A rainy day?” 
   
 “And you think they’re the only ones to do that?” I asked. 
   
 “Oh, right, your precious Coven.  Anyway, that’s just another example of my point.  While you may think the queens have spent their magical reserves, you might look to those examples.” 
   
 “You’re implying that the Courts of Fairie have what?  Saved some magic?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Oh, more than that.  Do you have any idea of the reserves of life the Summer court holds in our jungles, swamps, and forests?  Care to guess how many answer my mother’s call?” 
   
 “All of them?” I asked.  “And Auntie Morrigan has what?  Snowmen?” 
   
 “Oh, no, young witch.  My aunt’s reserves are the opposite of my mother’s.  We do so value balance here,” she said.  Beside her, the two armored elves were shifting their feet every other second.  “What?” she demanded, turning to them. 
   
 “The ground grows unnaturally warm,” the male, Shazia, said. 
   
 Eirwen frowned, then suddenly turned to me.  That’s when the ground started to shake, a slow, steady rumble. 
   
 “Stop that,” she said to Shazia. 
   
 “It was not I,” he said. 
   
 “The thing about Earth elementals is they’re lazy,” I said as the shaking got harder. “They’re really hard to wake up and it’s difficult to get their attention and keep it.” 
   
 Steam started rising around the two elves, who now jumped from foot to foot.  They both chose to move back ten feet.  Good timing because the ground burst open and superheated water vapor shot up in a sharp hiss. 
   
 “But bring a little trickle of magma up through their territory and they’ll snap to attention pretty quick,” I said.  The shaking grew stronger and a steady rain of rock, sand, gravel, and dirt began to pour down the sides of the canyon.  People, and by that I mean monsters and elves, started to run out of the caves and away from the rockslides. 
   
 “Stop it!  Stop your mountain,” Eirwen demanded.   
   
 Shazia concentrated, at least that’s what I thought the constipated look on his face meant.  He shook his head, then focused again.  “It refuses to listen to me.” 
   
 “Right, because I have its attention.  Oh, and it’s pissed.  Not sure how your caves are going to handle it,” I said.   
   
 Some really good-sized rocks started to fall and now people were really panicking.  Something screamed like a B-grade science fiction movie.  A creature that I might have seen in the Avatar movie swooped down from higher up the mountain, big wings flapping, flying around the side of the cliff wall, deeper into the canyon. 
   
 Eirwen shouted something in Elvish.  The words sounded similar to what Vinesh had yelled back when we first got here.  Princess potty mouth took off at a hell of a sprint, two green-clad Hunters falling in by her sides as all three raced after the flying thing.  They disappeared from view while the Hunt Leader, whose name I never did get, started yelling in Elvish.  Shazia suddenly started to tear off pieces of his armor, hopping with enviable agility as he lightened himself for running. 
   
 Three forms shot through the air from the canyon and I was able to make out Eirwen and her hunters on the big pterodactyl-looking things, flying off toward the south. 
   
 “Ah, should we leave?” Stacia asked, looking around at the mayhem. 
   
 “Yeah, the mountain is gonna be pissed for a while,” I said, turning and reopening the portal. 
   
 “Bitch really underestimated your ability to piss things off,” Stacia said as she stepped through. 
   
 “I know, right?” 
 




Chapter 18 

   
 “So, let’s summarize,” Stacia began, back in Ashley’s apartment. “There are some holdouts in your realm that don’t follow your lead, the Summer Skank is trying to worm into your head, her skank mother has a third of a continent packed with living things which obey her commands, and the skank aunt has a third filled with… what?” 
   
 “She said it was the opposite of life.  That’s death, I think we can agree.  Winter is a form of annual death, part of the cycle.  We know there are big-ass, Ice Age-type mammals living there, but what else?” I pondered. 
   

“The southern portion of this land mass has a biological density and diversity that exceeds that of Earth’s Amazon Basin.  My drones have catalogued over two hundred and twelve species not known to exist on earth. I estimate that number to be the virtual tip of the iceberg.  In addition, there is a singularly uniform level of extreme aggression displayed by these life-forms.  Toxins utilized as weapons are present in thirty-six percent of the animal species and fifty-eight percent of the botanical specimens I have observed.


 


“By contrast, the northern region has both fewer animal varieties and lesser plant representation.  However, average body mass is much greater among Winter’s animal populations, likely an adaptation to the cold environment.  The disparity in biomass between the Summer and Winter Courts is significant to the point where Summer has an insurmountable lead, assuming the life-forms are utilized as weapons.  Since the Courts have been in balance for the recorded past, it is safe to speculate Winter has an additional edge not yet detected,” Omega said through both our phones. 
   
 “Have you uncovered any Elvish records of previous battles between the Courts?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “The number of available drones that can be tasked with such research is severely restricted, as most of my Fairie resources are studying the Middle Realm, supporting you two, or engaged in more generalized long-range reconnaissance of the Winter and Summer regions.  However, I do have several micro units that achieved infiltration of both queens’ principal residences and headquarters.  Be advised that I have lost six such units to aggressive action by Winter’s pucks and Summer’s layered security life-forms.


 


“I have observed the following tapestries in Morrigan’s main throne room,” my AI buddy said. 
   
 A set of larger drone units projected laser-generated holographic images into the air before us.  The room depicted was vast and very well illuminated, its walls coated in bluish-white ice, the floor a bumpy field of light gray cobble.  As the display rotated to show the entire room, I realized that there were things frozen in the walls, their images too distorted by the ice to make out more than a vague feeling of their horrific shapes and condition.  Big sections of the ice walls were covered, thankfully, by giant tapestries that showed images of immense battles, captured at the height of combat. 
   
 “What’s frozen in the ice?” Stacia asked, her expression disturbed. 
   
 “Unknown.  I managed to obtain these images from a single drone which was subsequently destroyed by a trio of pucks.  The digital imagery you see has been enhanced to the full extent of available technology.  The drone itself was not equipped with any x-ray or magnetic resonance scanning equipment.  This location is actually inside an active glacier in the northern central portion of Winter’s territory.  The entire palace is carved into the glacier itself.  While the data obtainable was sparse, I have determined that portions of the walls have been refrozen more recently than others, suggesting that Morrigan is actively using them for storage.  The primary intelligence I have gathered centers on these four woven constructs.”


 

 Four individual scenes grew up in the open air in front of us, the definition staggeringly real. 
   
 “You should sell this tech to the television industry,” I suggested. 
   

“Manufacturing economies of scale combined with my most efficient production methodologies would have a significant negative impact on existing multiple entertainment industries worldwide, primarily companies producing flatscreen and theater equipment. It would bankrupt a considerable portion of the electronics industry in a relatively short period of time.  I have judged the economic effects to be detrimental to the global well-being at this time.”

   
 “But I can get one, right?” I asked. 
   

“Of course, Father.”

   
 Stacia was staring at me.  “What?” I asked. 
   
 “You have unimaginable personal power and the ability to influence global events on two worlds and this is the perk you choose to abuse?” she asked in disbelief. 
   
 “It doesn’t hurt anyone and there is very little cost involved.  Plus, I’ll be the only guy in the world with a complete, true holographic entertainment system of this caliber,” I said, maybe a touch defensive. 

 

 “What is it with guys and visual entertainment?” she questioned, shaking her head. 
   
 “We have simple needs,” I said, leaning forward to study the artwork.  She snorted, muttering something which might have been I’ll say, but otherwise let it go, for which I was profoundly thankful. 
   
 “Okay, I see elves and goblins, some of those ogre things, the hellhoundy things, swarms of pucks and Tinks, various animals I recognize, those pterodactyl things, but what the hell are those?” I asked, pointing at a bipedal creature that was holding half of a summer elf in one hand and slashing a goblin out of midair with the other.  “Doesn’t look like a Bigfoot.” 
   
 “No, it’s too skinny and there’s no fur, yet it’s quite obviously on Winter’s side of things,” Stacia said. 
   

“It meets some of the criteria outlined in Earth-based Native American folklore for an entity known as a wendigo or cheeno, which are staples of cold northern climate culture mythology.”


 


“Chris and Awasos dealt with something like that when they met the Boklund twins in upper Michigan,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Omega…” I started to ask. 
   
 “I am already querying both Chris and the sisters regarding this.  I will report as soon as they have responded.”


 

 “This over here is different,” Stacia said, moving up until she was almost standing in the glowing lines of the projected holograph wireframe.  I looked where she was pointing. “But disturbingly familiar,” she said. 
   
 The scene, in the upper righthand corner of one tapestry, showed something almost alien in appearance.  Almost skeletal.  Three Hunters from Summer surrounded it with glittering crystal swords yet the backward-legged, bulbous-headed, towering gray creature had dead bodies all around its feet. 
   
 “Or these,” she said, moving her arm to point at a different panel.  Short, blocky creatures with squared-off heads, thick legs and arms, and bright red eyes, swinging clubs, maces, hammers, or axes. 
   
 “I dunno—dwarfs maybe?” I guessed. 
   
 “There are at least seven unidentified beings or creatures in these four sets of battle scenes.  That’s just for Winter.  Multiple unknown varieties of otherwise identifiable animals for Summer,” Omega said. 
   
 “Lending credence to Summer Skank’s words,” Stacia said.  “Each queen packed away magic in the form of dangerous soldiers and biological weapons for a time when their elemental resources were gone.” 
   
 “A monster saved is a monster earned,” I said. “So what now?” 
   
 “I hate to agree with that bitch, but maybe you should take stock of your realm and the things, elemental or otherwise, who live here?” 
   
 I sat down and thought about it.  Yawning, I nodded.  “But not today.  I need a nap,” I said.  Using magic, even when the source is almost unlimited, is work, and work is tiring. 
   
 She smiled at me.  “A nap sounds like a good idea,” she said, her voice hinting at maybe other things than sleep. 
   

“Call me when you have finished your libidinous assignation.  I’m out,” Omega said. 
   
 “Smart computer,” my girl said, holding out a hand and leading me to our bedroom. 
   
   
   
   

“Father?”  
   
 I tried to open my eyes but they just stuck together and then the light was too bright.  Nope. What time was it?  At least a few hours later, right? 
   

“Father?”

   
 Beside me, Stacia rolled to her back, pulling away from where she had been snuggled against me.  I tried my eyes again, getting them mostly open on the third attempt.  
   
 “Father, I have spoken with Chris and Tanya.  There are definitely wendigos in those Winter tapestries.  There are also demons.”


 

 I sat straight up and turned to my phone on the oddly shaped piece of smooth wood that served as an Elvish nightstand.  “What?” Behind me, I felt Stacia stiffen on the bed. 
   
 “Chris and Tanya felt very strongly that the skeletal creature was an incarnate demon. They feel you might agree, Stacia.  They want you to recall the team visit to the dimension you collectively call Hell.”


 

 Stacia shot straight up, staring straight ahead.  “Shit.  That’s why I thought it was familiar.  Shit,” she said, breathing fast.  I put an arm around her bare shoulders.  “I’ve tried as hard as I can to forget that… time,” she said.  Then she slid over to the other side of the bed, stood up, and padded naked to the Elvish version of a bathroom. The door shut behind her. 
   
 “So Morrigan commands demons?” I asked, thinking about it and also about Stacia’s reaction.  I hadn’t gone with them but had witnessed how disturbed they’d all been after that incident.  It was also the time that President Garth had imprisoned them with explosive collars.  Now they all had glyphs of my own design tattooed around their necks and wrists that would destroy any attempt at binding, collaring, or cuffing them. 

“It has been stated that she has a Power to Command,” Omega said. 
   
 “So why not command something much more powerful than a tiny settlement of people,” I mused. “Any other surprises in those pictures?” 
   
 “Your aunt feels the short ones are dwarfs, not to be confused with humans afflicted with dwarfism.  These are related to the Germanic and Norse legends of a race of underground-dwelling beings, short of stature yet powerful of build, who smith metals and may guard passageways to the realm of death or other worlds.”


 

 “Whoa, passageways to death?  That doesn’t sound very Middle Earth,” I questioned. 
   
 The door to the facilities opened and Stacia padded back into the room and began to dress.  I watched. 
   
 “Ashling feels they have a much darker nature than those portrayed in the Tolkien sagas.  She is conducting research to follow that up.  Her suspicion is that they wield a version of death magic.”


 


“So Zinnia has a jungle full of poisonous violent killers and Morrigan commands ice age mammals, demons, and dark dwarfs?” Stacia asked, skinning on a pair of tights.  She noticed me watching her and gave me a look of mock disgust.  “Perv.” 
   
 “Yup.  So, this makes it even more important that I get some kind of handle on what’s going on in Middle Realm,” I said. 
   
 “And how do you go about that?” Stacia asked.  She suddenly turned and looked through the open doorway into the main room, at the apartment door two seconds before a knock came.  “It’s Stocan… and a couple of other elves.” 
   
 I jumped out of bed and began putting my clothes back on while Stacia casually leaned up against the wall with a smirk and watched me stagger and struggle myself into my pants.  When I got them up and buttoned, I reached out mentally and pulled the door open.  “Come on in.” 
   
 Stocan was first through the door, followed by a pair of tray-bearing helpers.  He noted the self-opening door with a slightly quirked eyebrow but otherwise maintained his poker face. The tray bearers adroitly set their burdens on the main table in the central room and beat a hasty retreat. 
   
 “Good day, milord.  The administration of this city is requesting to meet with you and make introduction,” he said.  “Also, I’ve taken the liberty of bringing some food and tea.” 
   
 Stacia headed into the main living room and swooped down on the food with wolfish focus. 
   
 Stocan watched her with cautious interest while I processed his words.  “Why do they want to meet me?” I finally asked. 
   
 “’Cause you’re the new boss,” Stacia said, biting into a large drumstick of some Fairie turkey analog. “Hey, is this velociraptor?” she asked Stocan. “Mack and Jetta talked about velociraptors that the locals sometimes hunted or were hunted by.” 
   
 “I do not know that word,” Stocan said, looking to me, at a loss. 
   
 “You are correct, Stacia,” Omega said, his voice coming from her phone. 
   
 Stocan turned to look at the small piece of electronics, normal stoic expression clearly curious. 
   
 “Mmmm, delicious.  Really close to turkey, I’d say,” she said. 
   
 “I thought everything was supposed to taste like chicken?” I asked, amused by her gusto. 
   
 “Only to people with limited tastebuds,” she said. 
   
 I thought back to her answer to my earlier question.  “So they just want to meet me?”  
   
 “You have immense influence over the course of their lives,” the tall elf said. “And I am the only resident who knows you.” 
   
 “And you’ll be there?” I asked. 
   
 “The City Council has told me to bring you to them but that I would not be present,” he said. 
   
 That gave me pause and my head swiveled to Stacia.  She raised one brow in challenge. 
   
 “Tell them I will meet with them, here, tonight.  Let’s say one hour after our dinner. You will be present for the entire meeting,” I told him. 
   
 “But the Council…” he started. 
   
 “Wants to meet with me.  They can come here.  Or not,” I said. 
   
 He nodded, gave me a short, sharp bow, and left the apartments. 
   
 “Good start,” Stacia said.  “Think and act like an Alpha would.”  I sighed.  “Yes, I know you don’t like it, but all people push and pry for advantage.  It is enough that you agreed to meet. Everything after that is your terms,” she said.  “How are you going to deal with the elemental things?” 
   
 “Well, if you’ll keep an eye on me, I thought I’d lie out in the garden, on the stone, and do a little out of body work,” I said. 
   
 “Good.  I can guard your body while the sun tans mine,” she said.  I perk up. Stacia sunbathes sky clad. She frowned at my expression  “Nope, don’t even think about it, Holder boy.  You’ve got a Realm to whip into shape.” 
 




Chapter 19


 

 Despite the enticing distraction named Stacia, I settled in to commune with Middle Fairie.  Lying on a sun-warmed slab of river rock in Ashley’s garden, I spent a few minutes thinking just about my breathing.  Letting my body and mind relax with each breath out, surrendering to the feeling that I could sink into the very stone itself. 
   
 Some types of Craft require pushing all thoughts out of your mind, creating blankness—an empty palette.  This type of work was almost the opposite.  I needed to push my awareness outward, into the stone, into air scented by alien flowers, out of me and into the land. 
   
 It came quickly, perhaps because the garden was a perfect spot for a witch and also, perhaps, because I had complete faith in my guardian werewolf. 
   
 I felt the rock, warm on top, but cooler down below where it rested in dirt and gravel.  The soil led me to the garden beds, each growing thick with well-tended plants, herbs, and flowers.  Insects, both familiar and foreign, zipped and buzzed around the vegetation, and pucks flew above them, either patrolling warriors or excited furry children, or garden-tending females. 
   
 That carnivorous pucks could and would be inclined to tend gardens and plants was a shocker.  But anything that flies uses enormous energy and the puck clans couldn’t get that from meat alone.  Natural sugars, harvested from nectar or nectar-eating insects, were an important source of energy.   
   
 Once I had absorbed the details of life in the gardens, I pressed outward into the surrounding apartments and the stone of the city itself.  Now I could sense and feel the life forces of Idiria’s inhabitants, now I could experience the strength of the rock Idiria was built from.  The solid bedrock under that stone and the sun-warmed winds that blew fresh air through the streets and alleys, the water that flowed through exquisite aqueducts, pipes both hand-formed and grown, pools and reservoirs. 
   
 That last part was new, as my previous awareness of water had been virtually nonexistent.  I pushed out further still, past the city walls and into the hills, fields, and forests surrounding it. 
   
 Back home, on Earth, my sense of the land would have been severely limited to my immediate surroundings.  On Rowan West’s land, I could feel all the way to the boundaries of my aunt’s property.  But here I was easily aware of every tree, alien bird, and alien animal for miles around. 
   
 The first elemental I brushed against was a being of the Air, and one that accepted me as Holder. 
   
 Air elementals are capricious and energetic, easily distracted, like they are the attention deficit champions of the universe.  Some might tell you that you should never start your elemental dealings with these flitting, unfocused beings, but my first elemental was Draco.  You could say I cut my teeth on Air elementals. 
   
 This one was different and familiar at the same time.  The same lack of attention span, but a curious connection to the realm.  An elemental from Earth (the planet), particularly one of Air, would not have formed any bond with a particular region on our home world.  Yet this one had an affinity for Middle Fairie and it was not shy in telling me the details of its travels across the land.  Which flocks of birds flew where, what trees leaves shed the easiest, which clouds were most likely to become storms. 
   
 I found a small Earth elemental next, and it barely woke up long enough to greet me.  It managed to divulge the presence of a large bed of coal that it called home.  Then a river borne Water elemental sought my attention as it flowed through the soil layer above that sleepy Earthy. 
   
 My only experience with a Water elemental was the one in the cave, so really this one, who felt almost female, was my first.  She was hesitant at the start, maybe shy or maybe uncertain of my intentions.  But after a bit, she warmed up to me and then became a flood of information.  She bubbled and burbled with details of the land, of the fish, the amphibians, the carnivorous reptiles and the water birds of my realm.  She knew which ponds were just bodies of water and which held beings like herself.  We flowed eastward, across the land, and she introduced me to mountains, thunderstorms, gentle breezes, and vast, deep lakes.  A few followed along but most just greeted me and stayed where they were. 
   
 The rarest elementals in any large land mass are always the beings of Fire.  Probably a good thing, as volcanos popping up across the continent would be a major downer to everything else.  We came across two as we traveled into the mountains; two buried deep below.  Both were on board with the whole Holder business, but further out, my guide of Water showed me a glacier-carved lake whose elemental wanted nothing to do with me.  I, at least, was able to present myself to that cold, ancient entity, then left it to its steep granite shores and craggy depths.   
   
 That appeared to make an impression on my friendly guide and upon the two Air elementals who floated and breezed above us.  One of those floated on ahead of us and began to announce me before I actually entered the range of new elementals.  We found a few more holdouts, but again I simply made them aware of myself and then continued on. 
   
 We skirted the big mountain of the Wild Hunt, my Water guide shuddering at the tremors of its remaining anger.  She did dive us deep into the ground, letting me brush against the Fire elemental who had previously answered my call and helped me disturb the mountain. 
   
 By the end of my tour, I had met every elemental in Middle Realm, even the ones who disagreed with the notion of an autocratic Realm Holder.  I didn’t subjugate even the least of these dissenters, leaving them alone instead.  Curiously, this had more of an effect upon the ones already in line than the objectors.  Word spread fast on wind and wave that I was not a tyrant like the queens of north and south.  When I finally came back to my body, now lying in shade as the sun dropped below the roof of the Roman-type interior garden, it was with a feeling of understanding.  My realm had picked me to avoid being crushed and drained by one of the queens or their daughters, pure and simple.  My live-and-let-live attitude with my holdouts had won me a few points and helped reassure those elementals who had agreed to my rule. 
   
 “So?” Stacia asked, raising up on her arms to look at me as I sat up.  I blinked at her, then stood carefully and stretched my arms to the sky. 
   
 “How long have I been out?” 
   
 “Maybe three hours,” she said, studying me with a curious glint. “Must have been some communing.” 
   
 “Why do you say that?” I asked, twisting a kink out of my neck. 
   
 “Because you haven’t moved or twitched in all that time.  It was like standing guard over a coma patient,” she said. 
   
 I looked down at her bronzed form.  “Don’t you mean lying guard next to a coma victim?  You did remember to roll over occasionally, right?  Keep the tan even?” I asked.  Her tan looked mighty even to me, with nary a line in sight. 
   
 “Ah, now you’re back.  You were a little distracted there when you first woke up.” 
   
 “No, I’m distracted now.” 
   

“Father, I’ve found new information in your mother’s case,” Omega announced out of the blue. 

 

 “What?  What have you found?” I demanded, suddenly finding it hard to breathe. 
   

“It is a small thing.  There is an article in the Boston Herald, dated one week before your mother’s visit.  Listed in the Lifestyle section, it tells of a paranormal research group headed by a Harvard grad student and their most recent investigation.  In summary, the group was asked into a brownstone in the Beacon Hill district, where the resident claimed she had been pushed down a set of stairs by a ghost.  The group conducted an overnight investigation, captured some anomalous data, and began to research the property’s history.  Finding no real backstory, they returned a week later to conduct a second set of tests.  This time, there was no activity.  The homeowner was grateful, but not surprised.  Seems she had been approached by a foreign woman claiming psychic powers who managed to banish the spirit.  The group attempted to track the medium down but was unsuccessful.”


 

 “How does this relate to Declan’s mother?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “The homeowner reported that the medium had a thick accent and claimed to be newly arrived from Ireland.”


 

 “We widened the scope of the research to anything or anyone newly arrived from Ireland.  Mom had been contacted by them,” I said to Stacia. 
   
 “The odd bit, though, was the homeowner was of Irish descent herself.  Had been to Ireland several times and traveled other parts of Europe as well.  She mentioned in an aside to the lead investigator that the medium was no more Irish than she, herself, was Swedish.  Said the accent reminded her more of a Slavic one.”


 

 “All that was in the article?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “I’ve accessed all of the groups’ electronic records and used a micro-drone to process their written field notes.”


 

 “Of course you did,” Stacia said, turning to me. “But what does this mean?” 
   
 “It means we need to broaden our search parameters.  We need to include visitors from Slavic countries as well.  You know… the area my father and half-sister are from,” I said. 
   
 “Whoa.  Your father?  You think he killed your mother?” Stacia asked.  “And what does the ghost story have to do with anything?  Why would a magical assassin take time out to do a good deed and banish a malevolent ghost?” 
   
 “You ever watch any good assassin movies?” I asked.  Her crossed arms and raised brow was enough of an answer.  “So what does the foreign assassin do first when they arrive in country?” 
   
 She looked at me, puzzled for like two seconds, then I saw the light bloom on her face.  “They seek out weapons!” 
   
 “Yeah, and what kind of witch deals with nasty ghosts to the exclusion of all else?” 
   
 “A death witch!” she said.  I just nodded. 
 




Chapter 20


 

 We had Stocan and his people bring dinner to us, eating it while we set up the main sitting area for the coming meeting.  My mind was reeling from Omega’s discovery, twirling through dozens of questions about my half-sister, my father, and my mom.  I had no answers to any of them, stuck on an entirely different planet, engaged in work that had to be done.  At least Omega would still be working on it. 
   
 So it was difficult to switch mental gears and get ready for the leaders of Idiria, but maybe it was a good thing to have to focus on a type of confrontation that I had little experience in and even less skill to handle.  
   
 Ashley’s apartment had two separate seating arrangements in the main living area, and we brought them together to create enough room for ten people: seven council members, Stacia, myself, and Stocan.   
   
 The bigger of the two areas was a set of very low cushions that served as couches.  Then there was a set of four low-slung chairs, made from that very prevalent blonde wood.  We put two of the chairs facing the low cushions and then a third slightly off to one side.  Exactly an hour after we finished eating, Stocan knocked then entered, holding the door and announcing the City Council. 
   
 Four female elves and three males followed him into the apartment.  I knew from our previous visit that one of the lady elves was Stocan’s wife, but I had no idea which one she was.  Stocan stood, almost at attention, eyes facing forward as the city leaders filed in.  He made no gesture, not even a twitch as each strode through the door. 
   
 And strode they did.  I won’t lie… I’d been hoping for a much less formidable group of people, maybe even a bit apprehensive.  What I got was hard, blank faces with cold, analytical eyes. 
   
 One of the men headed toward the chairs, only to be steered toward the couches by Stacia, who moved between him and his goal, gave him a nod, and pointed at the couches.  His existing frown turned deeper, almost a scowl as he first came to a stop, looked her up and down, and finally, grudgingly, took a seat on the couch. 
   
 “I’m Declan. This is Stacia.  Perhaps you could each identify yourselves?” I asked, taking one of the two chairs. 
   
 “Of course, Lord Holder,” one of the women said, her tone even, her body language tight but not outright hostile.  “I am Bien,” she said, simply, turning to the woman next to her. 
   
 “Lillain, my Lord,” the tallest of the woman said with a slight bow of her head. 
   
 “Cullene, Lord Holder,” the male to her side said. 
 “Trohale,” the next male said. 
   
 “Mostella, Realm Holder,” the smallest female said in a clear, bell-like voice. 
   
 “Fafael, Lord Realm Holder,” the last of the ladies said, giving me a slightly deeper bow. 
   
 The last council member, the male who’d approached the chairs, turned his scowl from Fafael to me.  “I am Rife,” he ground out. 
   
 “Great,” I said, my eyes lingering on Rife a moment.  “So you wished to meet me.  What do you want to know?” 
   
 “This is irregular,” Rife said while at least two of the others were drawing breath.  “This council meets in its appointed chambers.” 
   
 “That’s it?  You wanted to tell me where you meet?” I asked, letting confusion cloud my face. 
   
 “We don’t meet in apartments,” Rife growled.  “We are the City Council!” 
   
 Wow, new world record for directness.   
   
 “I see.  You would rather I came to you—called before the Council, as it were,” I said, trying for calm and even. 
   
 “I believe Councilor Rife is pointing out the traditions we use to keep things organized and proper,” Lillain offered. 
   
 “Oh,” I said.  “The City Council of Idiria is looking to organize us in a proper sort of way? Is that about it?” 
   
 My tone must have changed more than I intended, as more that a few of the councilors leaned back and at least one looked at Rife, who chose to lean forward. 
   
 “This city did not ask for a Realm Holder and was founded on neutrality,” he said. 
   
 “How ironic.  I never asked to be a Realm Holder,” I said.  “I was asked—by the Realm itself.” 
   
 “My lord, I do not believe my fellow councilor intended any insult,” Trohale said.  “We, the Council, bear the responsibility of leading this city, and it falls to us to act as intermediary with you and our citizens.” 
   
 “Thank you for your candor, Councilor.  I appreciate it.  I even appreciate Councilor Rife speaking his mind so readily,” I said.  “I prefer it to the twisted conversations the queens and their daughters seem to favor.  Well, other than Neeve.  She’s pretty straightforward.” 
 Most of them went very still, even Rife losing a bit of his attitude.  
  
 “That is another topic we wished to broach,” Mostella said carefully. 
   
 “The queens?” I asked. 
   
 “It seems pretty clear that you do not have a sound relationship with the Courts of Winter and Summer,” Mostella said. 
   
 “Oh, you’re wrong there,” Stacia said, entering the conversation for the first time.  “It’s very sound—based on intense mutual dislike, perhaps bordering on hatred.” 
   
 The elves regarded her uncertainly—well, except for Rife.  “You allow your creature to speak for you?” he asked with disgust. 
   
 I stood abruptly. The door to the hall opened itself behind me, Rife and his cushion dragged across the floor and out the door, and the door slammed shut. 
   
 “Anyone else have any comments regarding my life mate?” I asked, reaching out to hold Stacia’s hand. 
   
 They looked at us, clear emotion visible on their faces for the first time—shock. 
   
 There was a knock on the door, a very soft knock. 
   
 “Stocan, would you see who is at the door please?” I asked. 
   
 For his part, the elf who seemed to be chief steward for the city stood up, his face a bland mask, and strode to the door. 
   
 “It’s City Councilor Rife, milord,” he said. 
   
 “Oh?  Does he wish to join us?  Can he be civil?” I asked without turning around. 
   
 “The answer to both questions is yes, milord.” 
   
 “Okay, although he might need to bring his own cushion. We seem to be down one,” I said. 
   
 “Not a problem, milord.  He comes bearing his own and it matches yours quite nicely,” Stocan said. 
   
 I couldn’t help the tiny grin that flickered across my face at Stocan’s nerve. 
   
 Rife walked stiffly across the floor, turning to give me a little bow, then turning to Stacia.  “My sincerest apologies, madam.  It was inexcusable.” 
   
 She gave him a slight nod, otherwise maintaining a cool reserve. 
   
 “So.  As Stacia said, the relationship we have with the queens is hostile.  It has been since before we ever came here.  It was that hostility that forced me to accept the Realm’s request,” I said. 
   
 “You have said that several times now, milord,” Bien said.  “In all previous instances, the Realms were simply seized by the individual who then Held them.  You keep indicating that your case is different.” 
   
 “Since the moment I arrived to help with Ashley’s—with the Speaker’s—security, this land has ceaselessly sought my attention and then my acceptance of it as a holding.” 
   
 “Forgive me, milord, I mean no offense,” Cullene said, “but you are by both our standards and your own as I understand them, very young.  Why would the powers of this land request you to accept them?” 
   
 “You don’t know?” Stacia asked, surprised.  They looked at her blankly.  “The queens sure understand it.  Stocan, does the city in general, not know Declan’s nature?” 
   
 “The population knows he is of witch blood.  That was clearly demonstrated when he intervened at the banquet and saved most of this very council.  Beyond that, I am not certain what the people of Idiria know,” he said. 
   
 “Do you know?” she asked him. 
   
 “From private comments made by the Speaker, her father, and your other friends, I surmised that he was likely more than just an average witch.  Actions since that time have supported that theory.  As the queens have forbidden witches from Fairie by decree, we as a people do not have a great deal of knowledge regarding them.” 
   
 “Here is a crash course.  Witches on Earth have maintained clear bloodlines for generations.  Declan is the strongest witch of any type in the known history of witches,” Stacia said.  “Which is why, despite his youth, he was, with the help of the Realm, a match for the queens and the dragon.” 
   
 “Yet despite the pedigree, you are embroiled in conflict with the most dangerous individuals on this world, ones with millennia of experience in inter-realm combat,” Rife said, clearly making an effort to rein in his forceful nature.  “You have the smallest realm sandwiched between two much larger, heavily militarized, warfare-hardened enemies.  And you have just one beast kin for support.  So maybe you’ll understand our concern that we’ll be crushed when they come for you.” 
   
 “Why?  Why will the queens both come for Declan?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “To get control of the Middle Realm,” Rife said, as if to a slow child. 
   
 “Why didn’t they take it earlier, long before we showed up?” she pressed. 
   
 “How are we to know the thoughts of such as they?” Rife protested. 
   
 “You’ve been councilors here for what? Decades?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Most of us have served at least one hundred of your years,” Bien said. 
   
 “Wow, really?  But have none of you wondered why one or the other queen or their daughters didn’t just take it over?  Why have they allowed it to remain neutral?” 
   
 Several of the elves looked at each other.  It was Fafael who finally spoke.  “It is thought among some of our scholars that each queen could only claim and hold a single realm at a time.  But we do not know for certain.” 
   
 “So why not one of the princesses?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Both Eirwen and Neeve are also bonded to their respective realms,” Fafael said. 
   
 “So, does it strike any of you as odd that Ashley would be advised to bring powerful protectors to the negotiations, submit a list of names to Morrigan’s daughter and chief assassin with the name of Earth’s most powerful witch, who Neeve has met before, and nobody raised any real issues?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “You’re implying it was intended that Lord Declan arrive here and take the Middle Realm?  To what possible cause?” Cullene asked. 
   
 “Well, let’s say you’ve used up the ready resources at hand, as has your sister, who is also your chief opponent.  There’s a rich deposit of power sandwiched between you, but you can only take and hold what you already have.  How do you get your claws into it?” 
   
 “You get a proxy to take it over and then find a way to control that individual,” Cullene said. 
   
 “And why do you think the land itself begged Declan to accept it?  Why not a native?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “There hasn’t been an elf born with gifts on par with either queen’s since they themselves were born,” Fafael said.  “Those born with any of the Gifts have been growing more scarce with every decade.”  She lifted one hand, palm up, opening her fingers to reveal a huge diamond ring: intricate gold band and setting and an absolute monster of a gem.  Then she tossed it up into the air and it disappeared.  Beside me, I heard Stacia suck in a quick, quiet breath of air.  Illusion. 
   
 “It takes someone of power to do it and there have been no contenders until now,” Stacia said, still looking at Fafael’s now empty palm. 
   
 “So they machined events to bring Lord Declan here and have him take over Middle Fairie,” Bien said. 
   
 “But he didn’t do it right away—he resisted the call.  So suddenly his best friends are mysteriously trapped in the Winter Realm and in rescuing them, he is forced by constantly escalating dangers to accept Hold of the realm.  Then he and his party manages to hold off the combined might of the queens long enough to escape,” Stacia said. 
   
 “It sounds implausible when you lay it out like that. What reason could they have had for allowing you to escape?” Cullene asked. 
   
 “Well, when you’ve been around for thousands of years and no contenders of your level have appeared, it would be natural to have a lower opinion of anyone who did finally come along,” I said. 
   
 “You’re saying they underestimated you?” Bien asked. 
   
 “The Watchers of the Veil were incredulous at the speed with which Declan learned to create portals.  We understand it is a very rare talent.  We don’t think the queens were prepared for Declan to be capable of it,” Stacia said.  “They may not realize just how many talents he actually has.” 
   
 “How many is that?” Lillain asked. 
   
 I waved away the question.  “Let’s get back to why you are here.  The city and its inhabitants are worried I’m going to bring the queens down upon it, or go crazy with abusive power, or something of both.” 
   
 “You must admit, you face long, long odds,” Cullene said. “One holder with one beastkin ally, facing the combined might of both Courts.  Summer alone has beastkin by the scores.” 
   
 “What?  Summer has weres?” I asked him. 
   
 “Many. Although they are primarily cats—tigers and leopards,” Cullene said.  “You do not even really know what you face, do you?” 
   
 “I’ve been to your world exactly three times, with a combined stay of less than three weeks.  During that time, I’ve only traveled a bit of Middle Realm with a very short side trip into Winter.  Prior to coming here, I only learned that access to Fairie was real and possible a year ago.  Not a lot of time to become an expert,” I said. 
   
 “And therein lies our gravest concerns,” Rife said.  “You know nothing. You simply blunder ahead with no plan, no support, trusting in luck and the blind power of being a Holder.” 
   
 I felt my eyes narrow.  Words formed in my brain, headed straight for my mouth. No resources? No plan? Blind?  I opened my mouth and Stacia spoke. 
   
 “We have no intention of dragging the fight here, to Idiria.  We’re only here now to gather information.  We’ll act from another part of the realm, far from you folks and your people. The sooner we can learn what we need to know, the sooner we can be gone,” she said, looking at me as she finished.  Right, mouth shutting now.  I smiled and gave them all a nod of agreement. 
   
 “How far from here will you be? To insure our safety?” Trohale asked.   
   
 “To protect you, we won’t tell you.  That way, the queens won’t be able to demand answers from you,” Stacia said sincerely. 
   
 “What about your plan?” Lillain asked. 
   
 “Again, for your protection, we will keep it to ourselves.  What you all can do to hurry us out of your city is provide us with whatever knowledge you all have regarding the forces arrayed against us,” Stacia said.  “After that, we will leave immediately.” 
   
 The council was quiet for a moment, exchanging glances.  Finally Bien spoke for all of them.  “In the interests of the city, we will provide you what we can.  The day is growing late.  Perhaps we can send you a couple of our scholars who study the Courts.  They are our best source of general information regarding the Realms of Winter and Summer,” she offered. 
   
 “And in return, we’ll remove ourselves from this part of the realm immediately after we meet with your experts,” I said. 
   
 Another set of group glances and Bien nodded.  “Agreed.” 
   
   
 




Chapter 21


 

 “So what do we know?” I asked Stacia when we were alone except for Pancho and his clan. 
   
 “Well, I can tell you I don’t trust any of them, but my money is on Lillain and Trohale as pawns of the queens.  Not sure which serves which, though,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Trohale would be Zinnia’s.  She prefers males as servants.  Morrigan doesn’t like males much, so Lillain would be hers,” I said, suddenly certain my odd insight was dead on. 
   
 She looked at me in surprise.  “Instinct?  Holder knowledge?” she asked. 
   
 “Something like that.  What about Rife?” 
   
 “He’s basically an asshole,” she said.  “But I doubt he works for anyone but himself.  Fafael smells of Stocan so I’m gonna go out on a limb and say she’s his wifey.” 
   
 “Weretigers, huh?” I said. 
   
 “Summer—jungles—why not tigers?” she shrugged. 
   
 “Never met any, that’s all.  Mountain lions, wolves and bears, but not tigers or even leopards except for Ari, and she’s obviously many generations from pure.” 
   
 “Makes me wonder if we shouldn’t chat with her and her daughter when we get back to Earth,” Stacia mused. 
   
 “So what happens next, do you think?” I asked.  “Another contact from either Court or assassination attempt?” 
   
 “Oh, contact, definitely.  I think if the queens truly wanted you dead, you’d already be fighting for your life,” she said. 
   
 “Or dead,” I added. 
   
 She studied me with that analytical look that told me I was seconds from some most likely painful observation of me. 
   
 “You didn’t ask for any of this, I get it.  But you’ve been dragged onto the game board, feet first.  You have no choice but to stand up and play to the absolute best of your ability.  You more than surprised Eirwen today.  We didn’t give away any real information, and we learned a lot. Tomorrow we learn more.  I don’t know if we can win, but I know they’re already underestimating us.” 
   
 The pain hit me like a rock falling on my head.  A sharp, red-hot burn up the side of my right leg.  It buckled instantly and I was falling, muscles clenched tight against the agony.  I felt Stacia catch me and ease me to the ground but my awareness was now out of my body and far, far out in my realm. 
   
 “Declan, what is it?  What’s wrong?”  
   
 “Pain,” I gasped.  “Up the side of my leg.  Don’t think it’s really mine though,” I hissed. My thoughts flew outward and I found myself at the southern edge of the Realm.  Immediately, I spotted the problem.  “Massive vines bursting through the ground from Summer.  Things like two-inch mutant ants pouring out of them.  We’re under attack,” I panted. 
   
 “What can I do?” she asked, frantic. 
   
 “Do?  It’s happening hundreds of miles from here.  There’s nothing to do,” I said, clenching up again. 
   
 “There’s got to be something.  Open a portal so I can attack it,” she demanded. 
   
 “It’s… it’s like… ah, a quarter-mile wide,” I said. 
   
 “There’s got to be something.  I’ve got steel shot shells, iron filing bombs, something?” she growled, holding up one of our improvised bombs. 
   
 A fresh wave of pain shot up my leg, but now that I knew its source, I was able to make a little headway in controlling the sharp agony.  The attack was coming mainly from the leg-thick creeping vines that were burrowing through the ground—my ground—shoving up all over like mutant Japanese Knotweed gone crazy, while the huge ant-like insects with razor-sharp mandibles were ripping into anything living they could find. 
   
 I wanted nothing more but to attack them back and the coordinates were obvious in my mind, but what could Stacia do?  By herself, on the ground, she’d have a massive area to cover all while in danger from the ants and the twisting constrictor vines themselves.  Why, she’d have to be high above them to even begin to get any dispersal of her little bomblets.  An image of portal class popped into my head.  Above the ground. 
   
 I rolled to my stomach, still unable to touch my leg, let alone stand on it.  My hands were fine though and I fumbled in my bag till I got a hunk of sidewalk chalk.  “Get your bombs ready,” I said, scribbling runes on the ground around a hastily scratched circle about a foot across. 
   
 My bag of tricks yielded one of Mack’s batteries and I charged the circle with half of its power. 
   
 Immediately the circle of rock changed to a round window looking down on a grassy plain with grotesque plant tentacles writhing across it.  The green grasses died as soon as Summer’s mutant monsters touched it, turning huge swathes to brown withered ruin. 
   
 “Can I just throw them through?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Yes. Quick though,” I said. 
   
 She lit the cannon fuse on two of them with a disposable butane lighter and dropped them through.  Before they even hit the ground, she had her DP-12 shotgun pointed at a distant patch of vines, opening fire with both barrels. 
   
 The bombs went off, blasting big clouds of iron filings across the landscape even as her steel shot reached its target.  Summer’s little shop of horrors actually screamed as the filings and shot melted everything they touched.  The massive bugs curled up and died by the scores as the deadly metal billowed out. 
   
 -Help?-   
   
 Looking through the portal while feeling with my mind was horribly discordant, but I still sensed the little Air elemental I had met before. 
   
 “Blow the cloud toward the plants,” I said. 
   
 “What?  How the hell am I supposed to do that?” Stacia asked, dropping another bomb. 
   
 “Not you.  An elemental,” I said. 
   
 A wind sprang up below our window, the iron filings swirling up and around the plants, killing both Summer’s vines and my own grass as well as the bugs. 
   
 The portal abruptly shut as the power ran out.  I scrubbed out two of the runes and rewrote new ones, using the last of the battery to power it up. The window reopened but was now looking down at a spot about a hundred yards east of the last one. 
   
 Stacia dropped four bombs and fired off eight more shot shells of steel death before the portal closed.  By now I had called another Air elemental, this one bigger, to blow more of the filings across the enemy.  The iron had no effect on the elementals but melted living things born of Fairie like molecular acid. 
   
 In my mind’s eye I could see miniature tornadoes of iron dust and fine steel birdshot twisting about the borderlands of middle realm, eating through Summer’s biological weapons. 
   
 The tide turned and the plants were dying off, the bugs quickly turning to little lumps of melting sludge. I was able to get back on my feet. 
   
 Summer struck back.  A new wave of pain flared up my leg, but I didn’t fall.  “Bitch is at it again.  Further east,” I said to Stacia, gasping against the searing sensation. 
   
 “We’re out of bombs,” she said. 
   
 “We only had six?” 
   
 “I was gonna make more. I brought the stuff,” she said right back at me. 
   
 “You have filings?” 
   
 “A couple of jugs of them,” she said, moving over to the supply wagon.  I folded down onto the floor and started to draw two more circles.  She came back with two big plastic coffee containers and started to pull the lids off them. 
   
 The Rowan wood battery on my vest was partially charged, not enough to open a gate across dimensions but still holding more power than a half dozen of the little ones we had issued the witch pack.  I pulled it out and powered up the circles, one after another, calling in my head to the elementals near the besieged border.   
   
 The bigger of the two tornadoes spun up into the air, dropping its load of filings right into the little tornado.  The unburdened elemental shot toward the new attack as the little one kept spinning through the still-writhing plants. 
   
 “Okay, dump some through each hole,” I said to Stacia, grabbing one of the containers and pouring our half its contents through the nearest portal. 
   
 Windy number two swirled through a space larger than four football fields, picking up about ten pounds of iron filings and covering every square inch of space.  The attack faltered, the iron overwhelming the plants. 
   
 Back at the first battle scene, the little air elemental had destroyed all of Summer’s weapons and still had filings left in its windy funnel.  My first thought was to send it across the border in a counterattack, but my little mental friend, paranoia, whispered it might be a trap.  So I had the little spirit of air pile up its leftover metal in a small depression in the ground.   
   
 Pushing into the ground, I called the water from the dying bugs and plants to me, building a little cistern of it in the depression.  When it was as full as it was going to get, I tried something I’d seen Britta do.  The wolf pack had once attempted to engage in a water fight with the witch pack.  Dellwood had thought up the idea after watching a YouTube video of a wet t-shirt contest. 
 The results hadn’t been pretty for the wolves.  Water witches rule anything liquid and every bursting water balloon had blown back on the pack.  Pulling the water straight up into a suspended column, Britta had held it in place while her sister directed a concentrated stream of air across the top of it.  The result would have put a fire hose to shame. 
   
 I did the same thing now, staring down through a portal folded in reality to pull a quivering rope of iron-filing rich water up high enough to blast it with a stream of air.  The little windy started to help almost immediately, which tripled the distance we squirted the water over the border. 
   
 Jungle for a hundred feet deep into Summer withered and died in a big arc. 
   
 The elemental at the second battle site had wreaked havoc on the constrictor vines and now it observed our actions and imitated us without the water.  A jet stream of high velocity air blew the better part of ten pounds of iron across the border, traveling at least a tenth of a mile before the particles fell upon the lush jungle below.   
   
 Earth’s environmentalists would have killed me had they witnessed the destruction we caused to the verdant jungle, all of it instantly melting under the iron onslaught. 
   
 “That’ll kick the bitch in the ass,” Stacia observed. 
   
 A sharp, biting cold shot through my left foot and I sat down hard.  Stacia stared at me, eyes wide.  “Winter is attacking the northern border,” I said through clenched teeth. 
   
 




Chapter 22


 

 “With what?” she asked, a little note of dread in her voice. 
   
 “Death,” I said.  The attack was happening on the northern edge of the Middle Realm far to the east of Summer’s attack. Something stood among the scrubby ground plants and tough bushes,  killing them all with its very existence. 
   
 “That’s not helpful.  Scary as Hell but not helpful,” Stacia said, eyeing me warily. 
   
 It was alien, an entity of both physical and spiritual presence.  It was not tall, nor wide, taking up the same space as a thin man.  Yet its features were hard to ascertain, hazy as if it stood in its own fog bank.  I’d never seen its like, but somehow I’d felt something like it before. 
   
 “It reminds me of a demon,” I said out loud, still focused inwardly on my realm-powered senses. 
   
 For a second or two, I concentrated on it, then realized she hadn’t responded.  Looking at her, I saw her frozen, her tan skin white.  She met my look, then suddenly turned and rummaged in the supplies.  Her hands shook, just slightly.  We’d fought demonic things before, but I never realized till now how much courage it took her to face Hell. 
   
 “Got salt rounds here,” she said. 
   
 “Don’t bother.  I’m not opening a portal to that thing,” I said.  “It’s probably hoping I’m stupid enough to do just that.” 
   
 She turned, still tense, but not so pale.  “What can you do?” 
   
 I frowned.  Her fear was both understandable and logical.  Demons were terrifying.  I hadn’t decided if this was, in fact, a full demon, but it sure reminded me of one.  But the really odd thing was that I wasn’t afraid.  I should have been.  Wary of its abilities, cautious of giving it any advantage, but curiously not terrified.  That bothered me. 
   
 We’d fought death spirits, a death witch and her demon hybrid offspring and of course, as a member of Team Demidova, we’d both been exposed to Chris’s work.  I knew how powerful and deadly they were. So why was I lacking the fear I should have had?  Instead, part of me was cataloging its power, looking for weakness, thinking strategy and tactics. 
   
 I pulled down the ground under it, creating a hole.  It simply levitated to new ground.  I tried calling an elemental, but the nearest one refused to come, itself feeling of terror.  The entity advanced.  I dropped a much greater chunk of ground underneath it, simultaneously sending a torrent of water from an underground spring through the new canyon.  My awareness of the land informed me of some important bits of information. 
   
 Standing its ground, the spirit—as I had decided it was something twisted and malformed by demonic forces but not demonic itself—simply parted the flow of water around it.   
   
 Interesting, but I hadn’t expected the tactic to do more than buy me some time.  Time to rummage through the minerals in the ground below the thing’s feet and in the walls of the artificial canyon I had just made.  In fact, I helped the thing by reinforcing its shield and pushing the water even further to each side, pushing the rush of water hard against the base of each canyon wall.  Eroding them.  Weakening them.  Then helping them collapse inward and down, toward the entity. 
   
 It waved a lazy hand, stopping some of the debris that fell its way.  But not stopping other parts.  Not stopping the deposits of salts buried in the soil.  Salt ignores magic.  Blocks it.  
   
 In fact, the creature helped me, its power providing a perfect filter, a screen as it were, to remove the regular dirt and rock, leaving just the salty compounds of sodium, potassium, magnesium, calcium, and phosphorus that fell upon it from both sides, right through the shields it had raised against the water. 
   
 It burned.  And screamed.  And forgot to maintain its shield. 
   
 Now my newborn river swirled around it, up against it, the salts falling into the water and dissolving, which would have helped it by washing them away had I not created a rotating pool of now-high-saline-content water.  With the creature in the center.  Like the vines mixing with iron, the spirit being started to melt, the foggy haze around it disappearing.  As it screamed out its agony to the empty, uncaring sky, I acted in on instinct.  Reached for it.  Pulled it apart, absorbing its energy. 
   
 “Get rid of it!” a voice said beside me.  I turned my eyes, finding Stacia up in my face.  “I said Get. Rid. Of. It.” 
   
 With a sigh, I turned back to the northern border, studied it for a moment.  Then I sent the spirit’s energy in a lance of death into the forest of Morrigan’s realm.  Five trees on the border died instantly, as did the next five behind them, and four more behind them, then more behind those.  Death speared a sharp triangle for half a mile into Winter’s territory, everything in its path turning black or brown with immediate decay. 
   
 “Better,” she said. 
   
 “I wasn’t…” I started to say. 
   
 “Huppp, zipp,” she interrupted, pinching her thumb and index finger together in my face.  “Don’t.  Just don’t.” 
   
 Surprised, I shut my mouth.   
   
 “You have a talent for death magic.  Your aunt as much as told me so.  Mixed in with all your other crazy, wonderful abilities.  We won’t be encouraging it,” she said. 
   
 “But I was gonna get rid of it,” I protested. 
   
 “Hmmm, maybe.  But when?  Listen, I’m just snipping off bad habits before they even start,” she said. 
   
 “How do you know what’s a bad habit and what’s a good one, magically speaking?” I challenged. 
   
 “Because any habit or skill that makes me want to turn away from you is bad,” she shot right back, hands on hips. 
   
 “Turn away?” I asked, surprised, and not in a good way. 
   
 “Yeah.  When you pull in death, you change.  I hate it.  Makes my skin crawl. So it ain’t happening, O’Carroll,” she said. 
   
 I studied her for a second.  She was fierce about this.  Deep down to her core.  “Okay,” I said. 
   
 Her features tightened up like she was waiting for more and ready for a fight.  I just looked at her.  Didn’t say anything. 
   
 “Okay?” she asked, frowning at my reaction, or maybe my lack of reaction. 
   
 “Okay.  Anything that makes you want to get away from me is bad.  The worst.  So you’re right.” 
   
 Relief flickered across her face, followed by mild disbelief, like she wasn’t sure if she believed me. 
   
 “Do you like it when you’re in hybrid form and you want to tear people apart for almost no reason?” I asked. 
   
 “No, but I don’t do that.  I control it,” she said, now defensive. 
   
 “If you have to control it, it must be there, right?  That anger and rage?” I asked. 
   
 She slowly nodded.  
   
 “But you control it.  Only unleash it on enemies.  Same thing,” I said. 
   
 Her mouth opened—she was going to argue my point.  She closed it.  Tilted her head back and forth, considering.  “Sorta,” she said.  “But my rage is inherent.  Pulling the power of death into yourself isn’t.” 
   
 “Point.  But it’s the closest analogy I could find.” 
   
 “Well, don’t get used to it.  I’m gonna ride you about it,” she said. 
   
 “Promise?” I asked, eyes wide with hope. 
   
 “Good lord, don’t your hormones ever rest?”  
   
 “Father, not to interrupt but you should be readying your next response.  Those attacks were just small reconnaissance probes.  The queens are studying you,” Omega said. 
   
 “Thank you, Omega,” Stacia said.  “He’s right.  We’ve got to prepare.  We were caught off guard by the equivalent of a couple of lazy jabs. What are we gonna do next time?” 
   
 I thought about it.  Both queens had enormous reserves they could throw across the border at will.  Me, I had no troops, no armies, just a collection of elementals I was unwilling to drain away to protect a land I really didn’t want to even hold. 
   
 “I don’t know yet.” 
   
 “Well, we gotta think of something.  We got through that by the skin of our teeth.  I was sweating it out,” she said. 
   
 “What?” I turned back to her, maybe a little sharply. 
   
 “What?” she asked, perplexed. 
   
 “Sweating?” 
   
 “You know, figure of speech,” she said, pretending to wipe her brow as she looked at me with confused eyes. “Oh Jeeze, I can just about see the lightbulb going on over your head.” 
   
 “Yeah.  Omega?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes, Father?”

   
 “What can you tell me about weather patterns here on Fairie?” 
 



Chapter 23


 

 The answer, it turned out, was a lot.  With hundreds of drones spread out all over Fairie and spreading further, he had automatically gathered a tremendous amount of data on almost all aspects of the planet—or at least its major land mass.   
   
 When I told my AI and Stacia about my idea, Omega actually took like ten whole seconds to process it before answering. 
   
 “Controlling the effects after you launch them will be difficult, perhaps impossible, but that’s the case with almost all weapon systems.  I will turn my attention to calculating planetary rotational speed differences for the Winter, Summer, and Middle Realms.  Affecting the jet stream is likely our best bet. If you can indicate where on this projected map you have elemental resources and specify which type they are, I will plot the required changes in ground and water temperature as well as where and how much to shift the wind speeds and directions.”


 

 “So I said the word sweating and you came up with weather as a weapon?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “What else can we easily send across the border without endangering ourselves or our elementals?” I asked. 
   
 “Still, you’re going to intentionally mess up the planetary weather system?  Doesn’t sound very witch-like,” she said. 
   
 “I wouldn’t fire a gun in a neighborhood either unless I had to defend myself or my family,” I said. 
   
 “Bit of a difference in scale, don’t you think?” 
   
 “Not super excited about it, but here we are,” I said. 
   
 “I know.  Not ragging on you, just surprised, yet again, at how fast your devious mind works,” she said.  “What kind of weather do you think you can use?” 
   
 “I think super-chilled arctic air spread across the jungles, warm tropical air melting Morrigan’s glacier base, nasty big thunderstorms, maybe some tornadoes like we had here in Middle land,” I said with a shrug. 
   
 “It is likely that you are understating the possible results by a rather significant amount, Father.  Between my array of sensitive drones, quantum computational ability, and your unprecedented ability to influence a connected network of Air, Water, Fire, and even Earth elementals at the same time, the effects will vastly exceed your expectations and will occur within a relatively brief period of time.”


 

 He was right.  Boy was he right.  A mere five hours later, our first salvo began.  Apply a little heat here, blow some air there, cool this part by a few degrees, and release a certain amount of moisture into the atmosphere and Shazam, you’ve got yourself some serious results.  Like snow and sleet across hundreds of miles of normally hothouse jungles while the temperature plummeted below freezing. Or a massive, volatile mass of tropical air forming an enormous thunderstorm with violent winds and excessive, repetitive lightning strikes that moved slowly across a vast stretch of northern forest. 
   
 Stacia’s laptop and my tablet were set up on a desk in Ashley’s study, one tracking drone footage in the north, the other in the south. We each took occasional glances at them as we worked. 
   
 “How will we know we’ve got their attention,” Stacia asked me.  She carried my messenger bag and handed me supplies as I moved around the apartment, marking wards, glyphs, and runes that I thought might block any portals from forming in our apartment.  Including, I hoped, portal-hopping Bigfeet. 
   
 “Well, my first thought was Neeve getting dropped in here unexpectedly,” I said, waving at the last forty minutes’ work. 
   
 “No, you’ve blocked that approach.  What other way will they attack?” she asked. 
   
 It was nice she was so certain of my abilities, because frankly I wasn’t at all sure my efforts would hold back a species with an inborn ability to create gates across time and space like the Winter Queen’s troll. 
   
 “Well, maybe another border attack, but if we’re really annoying them, I’d think they might activate a sleeper agent to assassinate us,” I said, finishing a pink swirling Elvish glyph.  My supply of sidewalk chalk was taking a beating and I was down to pink, purple, and a hideous orange color. 
   
 “Sorta thought the same thing myself,” she said, looking at the monitors.  “Your storms are effing up huge chunks of their realms and don’t seem to be stopping.” 
   
 “Wind velocity is diminishing in the north and the temperature has flattened out in Summer’s jungles,”  Omega said. 
   
 “But the damage is gargantuan,” she said. 
   
 “I concur.  Weather as a weapon of mass destruction is decidedly effective.  Stocan is approaching the apartment.  He will arrive in three, two, one…”


 

 A rapping sounded at the door. I raised a hand to remotely open the door.  “No!” Stacia said, dropping my bag.  I looked at her, eyebrows raised.  “We gotta take some precautions,” she said, moving over to the doorway. 
   
 “It’s Stocan. Omega identified him,” I said. 
   
 “Yeah, well…” she broke off, sniffing at the doorframe.  Then she turned to me suddenly, wearing a look of surprise. Her features hardened into determination and she yanked open the door, grabbed Stocan by his white tunic, and threw him across the room.  The tall, thin elf quite literally flew, his feet not touching ground till he smashed into the stonewall, blue blood spraying from his nose. 
   
 “What the hell?” I started to say, but she’d already slammed and re-locked the door before bounding across the room to grab our ally by his hair. “Stacia, what have you done?” 
   
 “Get some steel in your hand!” she growled, dragging the poor dazed elf backward across the floor.  Still shocked, I reached down and touched my Serbu shotgun.  The elf shimmered and changed.  It wasn’t Stocan. 
   
 “Who the hell is that?” I asked. 
   
 “Offhand, I guess he’s Summer’s response to the frost and snow you’ve dumped on Zinnia’s realm.  Glamored to look like Stocan,” Stacia said, grabbing the elf by his face.  Then she effortlessly pressed him straight up into the air, his full body weight hanging from his head.  His feet instantly scrabbled to take what had to be awful pressure off his neck.  She pushed him back against the closest wall and I softened the stone with a thought.  Once the false Stocan had sunk in chest deep, I re-hardened the white rock, leaving just his legs exposed from the knee down and his arms from mid-bicep. 
   
 “Where is Stocan?” Stacia asked.  The elf lifted his dazed head, one eye swollen shut from its impact with the other wall.  His good eye narrowed and his mouth stayed shut. 
   
 I reached out into the city.  “Stocan is actually dealing with some kind of issue for one of the Council members—ah, Trohale. He’s about a quarter mile from here.  But alive and well.” 
   
 Stacia nodded, her eyes on the elf as she checked his arms under the sleeves of his white tunic, checking over his leather wrist bands.  Finding nothing, she dropped down and did the same with his lower legs.   
   
 “Hello?  What’s this?  A present for the Realm Holder?” she asked, leaning back to show me a strap holding a brace of crystal darts wrapped around his left calf.  “Got a multi-tool handy?” she said to me, holding out a hand. 
   
 I snorted at the thought of me not having one handy, opening and slapping a Leatherman Wave into her waiting palm. 
   
 She used the needle nose pliers to pluck each dart from its elastic quiver, holding the tip of each up to the light before sniffing it. 
   
 “Smells bad,” she said, setting the first one down on the floor.   
   
 I reached through the realm for it.  “Definitely poisoned,” I pronounced.  A mini drone floated down on whirring wings.  Its laser flashed, licking the tip of the dart with an intense burst of blue light.  A minuscule tendril of white smoke curled up from the tip.  The drone focused on the smoke, front legs lifting to keep the multiple camera lenses on the rising white wisp. 
   

“Chromatographic analysis indicates a sodium blockage neurotoxin reminiscent of the saxitoxin found in red tide contaminated shellfish on Earth,” Omega said. 
   
 “Nobody likes a show-off, Omega,” Stacia said, continuing to pluck darts from their sheaths and stack them on the floor.  “Ah, is it lethal?”  
   

“Answering that question might constitute a display of pretentiousness.”


 

 “I was joking,” she said with a sigh.  “Your precise answers are always useful,”  
   
 “In that case, the answer is maybe.  One dart would definitely paralyze a human of Declan’s size, although there remains an approximately twenty-three percent chance of death.  Two darts would be lethal.  On lyncanthropic individuals like yourself, it would most likely take no less than four darts to arrest your heart.  I calculate your LV virus would overcome the toxins and restart cardiac function within seven to ten minutes.”


 

 There were six darts on the floor and the quiver on his calf was empty. 
   
 “So.  Here to kill Declan?” Stacia asked the elf. 
   
 He spat out words in Elvish. 
   

“Translates as: I am prepared to die for my queen.”

   
 She lifted a hand grown suddenly larger, razor-sharp talons where her fingernails had been.  “That is easily arranged.” 
   
 He was trapped in the wall, cornered by powerful predators, and you know what they say about cornered animals. 
   
 I saw the moment he realized his life was over.  A brief flash of resolve mixed with resignation.  The fear and anger left his face and he leaned his head forward in one quick movement.  His left wrist could just reach his mouth and he bit down on the white leather band encircling his forearm.  He bit as hard as he could, completely committed to the action. 
   
 Something wet and yellow-green burst out of the leather, some of it dribbling down his chin, but most of it right in his mouth.  He leaned back, eyes on me, throat convulsing to get the fluid down. His body jerked.  It did it again, a full spasm of his entire trapped frame.  His eyes rolled back and he started to jump and jerk, convulsions so strong I heard bones snapping.  And then he melted.  Just collapsed in on himself, his chest shrinking, arms and legs contracting in, head slumping as bone liquified and just collapsed. 
   
 “Holy shit. He killed himself,” Stacia said with an awed respect.  The body was still collapsing into the wall crevice and I was just about to look away from the grotesque sight when I saw something.  A patch of blackish green, sharply contrasting with the white of the molded stone wall. It rolled up from his twisting undulating skin for just a glimpse before it rolled back under the pale white elf flesh.  It looked like… well… scaly. 
   
 “Heartbeat has slowed but not stopped.  The body is losing heat much faster than normal death.  Father, I am not certain the substance he ingested was designed to kill him,” Omega said.  One of his little drones shot its tiny laser, vaporizing a drop of the yellow-green crud, camera recording the wisp of smoke. 
   
 “What else could it be?” I asked. The body was completely different now, a twisted tube of blackish crusty-looking flesh. 
   
 “I believe it to be a catalyst material.  I detect significant quantities of unknown proteins as well as ribonucleic acid.”


 

 The drone fired another laser blast, leaning forward to fully focus on the vapor. “It contains viral material—most closely resembling… LV.”

   
 “Lycanthrope virus?” I asked, turning back toward the body in time to see my girl’s left hand swat me off my feet as she shimmered with the beginning of Change. 
   
 Something burst out of the crevice in the wall, something now more green than black, and it spit. 
   
 The clear fluid arced by my face as I continued to fly backward, my chest and ribs compressing from Stacia’s blow.  Falling to the floor, my right hand slapped the stone as I twisted my neck to see the squirt hit the tile next to me, smoke immediately rising as it melted into solid rock. 
   
 A deep growl filled the room, matched suddenly by a hiss like a truck radiator bursting. 
   
 I pulled into a tactical stand-up, spotting Stacia in full wolf form.  She was facing the wall, legs braced as she held herself low, jaws open and growling. 
   
 I came upright, shields up, right hand drawing the Serbu shorty, just as another burst of fluid shot from the gap in the wall, straight at my wolf. 
   
 




Chapter 24


 

 She dodged right just as a massive green-black head followed the spit like a sprung coil spring. 
   
 Massive snake, at least twelve feet long. Longer.  Burmese python massive, with twin fangs like a venomous viper, lashing out in a straight muscular line, falling on its own venom, which was already burning stone. 
   
 “It combines attributes of constrictors, cobras, and Gibbon vipers, Father.  The venom appears to be extraordinarily corrosive, likely alkaline in nature,” Omega said from Stacia’s laptop. 
   
 I fired the mini-shotgun, hitting the thing just behind its head, but the small steel birdshot just bounced right off the thick scales.  Then it twisted its powerful body impossibly fast, pulling out of a strike at Stacia and into one directly at me.  
   
 Reflexively I flicked my right hand at it, a bolt of fire hitting it in the face.  It stopped and shook its head back and forth. Across the room, four steel and silver orbs ripped out of my messenger bag, zipping toward the huge head.  Stacia pounced from the side, grabbing the tip of its tail in her wolf-trap jaws.  It screamed a thin, sharp screech and snapped its head back along its own body.  Stacia jumped back and the four orbs crashed into it from behind, knocking it to the ground. 
   
 The orbs had only hit it glancing blows though and it shook off the impact and spit at my girl.  Stacia jumped and I threw a shield across the room, a down and dirty thing that just managed to knock the corrosive spittle sideways into another wall. 
   
 With single-minded focus, it followed my wolf.  I racked the Serbu then waved at my orbs.  They shot down, all four spread out, aiming for the head.  It dodged, twisting impossibly fast, the orbs bouncing off its thick, muscular neck.   
   
 The impacts must have hurt because the serpent flinched, then turned back toward me.  I fired the second shot shell right into its face.  Tiny steel birdshot glanced off its scales—but blasted its eyes into yellow jelly. 
   
 “It has similar healing abilities to any were creature, Father,” Omega supplied as I racked the Serbu shorty for its final shell. 
   
 “I can see that,” I said.  The snake was whipping its wedge-shaped head back and forth, but the burst eyes were visibly filling in. 
   
 “I suggest that you…” Omega started, only to be interrupted by Stacia pouncing on the snake from behind.  Her forepaws, backed by more than two hundred pounds of muscle, bone, fang, and claw, slammed the weresnake to the ground.  The impact stunned it for a brief second, just a moment, but long enough for me to step forward, place the shotgun barrel on the back of its head, and pull the trigger.  The third and final shotshell was steel buckshot—nine hardened ball bearings, each almost eight millimeters in diameter.  The armored scales were insufficient to stop this payload and the blast forcibly evacuated the contents of that reptilian skull all over the polished floor of Ashley’s apartment. 
   
 Brain and upper spinal cord completely gone, the body of the snake went into massive convulsions that threw Stacia off it like a ragdoll despite the fact that she outweighed the snake itself.   
   
 “I don’t think we’re gonna get our security deposit back,” I said, looking around at the damage in the apartment.  Much of it was spatter and goo, but the battle had shattered furniture into kindling, chipped tile, and melted solid dressed stone.  When I glanced at Stacia, she was human again, naked and smiling at my joke. 
   
 The death throes abated and the long, thigh-thick body came to rest, just the tip of the tail quivering. 
   
 “This is fascinating, Father.  Complete metamorphosis induced by an LV derivative.  Queen Zinnia’s skill with genetic level manipulation is extraordinary.”


 

 “Yeah, cool,” I said without much enthusiasm, reloading the Serbu and holstering it. 
   
 “Perhaps this is the basis for the Naga legends of Indian-Asian mythology,” Omega speculated. 
   
 The supply cart yielded packets of Chris’s legendary pemmican mix and I tossed three to a now re-clothed Stacia. 
   
 “So now Eirwen’s comments are making a whole lot more sense.  Snake men, constrictor vines, super army ants, weretigers—she’s got a freaking army bigger than the Chinese and North Korea combined.  And my little weather experiments were just a pinprick,” I said. 
   
 “Oh, don’t sell yourself short.  Monster storms are nothing to sneeze at.  But yes, essentially between the two of them, they’ve got you overmatched,” Stacia said.  “So why haven’t they ganged up on you?” 
   

“Trust, Stacia, or a severe lack of it.  The sister queens of Fairie have millennia of betrayal, double cross, and treachery between them.  They won’t be able to team up. No, it would make more sense for one of them to win you over to their side and double team the other.”


 

 “But they’ve both attacked us!” Stacia protested. 
   

“Elimination is likely their default response to outside enemies. But you’ve proven your resilience, which likely exceeds anyone they’ve come across before. Plus a need to save some face. I would expect a more serious overture in the near future.”


 

 I shared a look with Stacia.  “You really think so?” I asked, immediately remembering who I was speaking to. 
   
 “I calculate an eighty-nine percent probability of diplomatic contact within the next thirty-six hours.”


 


 

 




Chapter 25


 


 

 It ended up only taking twenty-two and a half. 
   
 “Stocan is approaching the apartments with a representative of the Winter Courts,” Omega said rather suddenly the next day.  I sat up in a jerky motion from what was becoming my daily commune with the realm. Stacia cursed quietly at her table where she was assembling more iron filing bombs with the little bit of iron dust we had left. 
   
 “Is it—” was all I got out. 
   
  “Yes, Father. It is the real Stocan.” 


 

 I know he’s a computer but Omega had seemed a bit defensive ever since he misidentified Summer’s snake assassin, changing all the perimeter drones to his most advanced versions and even putting one on Stocan at all times. 

 

 “How do you know the rep is from Winter?” Stacia asked, gluing a PVC pipe cap onto her last bomblet. 
   
 “Because it is the Guardian Greer.”


 

 We both bounded to our feet, looking at each other. I reached through the realm, staying closer than the far distances I had been mentally ranging earlier.  It was Stocan and it was Greer. 
   
 “Ultrasonic and x-ray scans show he is unarmed. Stocan is still carrying a microdrone and thus I have been able to sample pheromones, scan retinas, confirm voice patterns and individual body mechanics.  Greer showed up five minutes ago, ported in by his mother’s troll.”


 


“And you’re telling us this just now?”
Stacia asked, annoyed. 
   
 “His arrival was not in direct line of sight for any of my drones.  Reaction by ordinary citizens of Idiria alerted me and it took almost a full minute to get drone coverage on him.  Identity confirmation took a full forty-three seconds to run all scans to satisfactory completeness.  Greer, himself, took another two minutes to locate Stocan and state his intention of calling upon you.  Stocan delayed their departure from the city center before heading here.  They are now approximately one minute away.  Also, I was certain that Father would have sensed the arrival.”

    
 “Just a side note, Omega. When you hear that repetitive, vibrating nasal noise echoing from your father’s nose during his, quote Commune with the Realm end quote, it means he’s sleeping.” 

 

 “Hey, I wasn’t… all right, so I fell asleep.  It’s really relaxing,” I said, my turn to be defensive. 
   
 “As I am fully aware of the sleep breathing pattern known as snoring, I too surmised that Father would not be alerting to this new development instantly. However, the lag was greater than I predicted.”


 

 “You know what, Omega?  I’m sorry.  You’re exactly right,” Stacia said giving me a look I couldn’t read.  “Not your fault.” 
   
 Which meant it was somehow mine. Whatever it was.  This is the part of our relationship I get hazy on.  The physical part is awesome, we save each other’s lives on an at least weekly basis, we genuinely find each other humorous, and most of our personal habits don’t irritate each other, but there’s always this part where I’m not certain what I did, said, or thought that annoys her, and I never quite figure it out.  It’s almost like she actually wants me to be the tiniest bit off balance at times.  Hmmm.  Feeling like I was on the edge of an epiphany, I started to think it through but Stacia suddenly threw my gun belt and holster at me. 
   
 “Get ready. They’re almost here,” she said with a quick smile.  My eureka moment was derailed almost as much by the need to get myself together as by her sudden expression change. My final thought on the matter was that maybe it was like the Krav Maga directive to always keep your opponent off-balance. 
   
 “Five—four—three—two—one,” Omega called out.  Now that I was paying attention, I didn’t really need his countdown, but I kept that to myself.  The apartment door swung open at my thought and Stocan entered smoothly without any change of expression. “The Guardian Greer,” he announced.   Keeping pace behind him, Greer stepped in apartment and bowed, the very image of cool, calm, and collected. 
   
 “Lord Declan, Lady Stacia,” he said.  Points for calling my lady a Lady. 
   
 “Guardian Greer,” Stacia greeted him.  I just nodded, staying quiet. 
   
 “I bid you greetings from my mother,” he said.  Interesting, keeping it casual instead of naming her by title.  Then I recalled how much contact and time he’d spent with Ian and Ashley Moore.  This elf had a much deeper understanding of humans and child-parent connections. 
   
 “And what does your mom have to say?” Stacia asked, waving at one of three chairs hastily set up for this meeting. None of the three were similar to the others. 
   
 Greer eyed the mismatched furniture, then turned his head slightly to look at a chipped dent in the stone wall.  “We recently entertained one of your aunt’s people,” I explained, hastily waving a hand to smooth out the ball-shaped crater in the stone.  He nodded, no change in his expression, and gracefully sat in the chair that Stacia had indicated.  For herself, she chose the one nearest his and I sat furthest away.  My protective wolf was taking no chances. 
   
 “Mother wished me to convey her admiration for your skill, speed, and innovative methods of handling the recent probes by Winter and Summer upon your realm.  She was very impressed.” 
   
 Not what I expected.  “I doubt your sister feels the same way,” I said after a quick glance at Stacia. 
   
 “Oh, Neeve as much as told Mother not to bother with a death spirit and snorted when she heard our aunt had led with plants and insects.  My sister would have been grossly disappointed if either attack had pressed you overly.” 
   
 “We would have thought she’d be more… hostile?” Stacia questioned. 
   
 “You do not know my sister well at all,” Greer said with a sardonic smile.  “Never have I seen her more energized than now.  She has even more admiration for your skills than Mother does.  She spends almost every free moment in preparation for your next encounter.” 
   
 Somehow the thought of Fairie’s deadliest assassin training for my execution failed to give me a fuzzy warm glow. 
   
 “Well, that’s… just awesome,” I said. 
   
 He looked at me, confused for a second, then his expression cleared.  “Sarcasm.  Yes, I get it.  Just know that she considers you, and by that I mean the two of you, to be her grandest enemy yet.” 
   
 “That’s probably a high honor somehow, isn’t it?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “The highest.  Mother’s grandest enemy is Aunt Zinnia. Normally, most would think that Eirwen is Neeve’s grandest, but she’s never been all that good a fighter.  More trickster.” 
   
 “So, ah, you didn’t ride a troll train here to tell us about Neeve, did you?” I asked. 
   
 “No, no.  Mother sent me.  She would like to parley with you.  Discuss a cessation of hostilities between the Middle and Winter realms.” 
   
 “Let me guess... and have me come over to her side?” I asked. 
   
 He tilted his head, brows furrowed.  “No.  That’s not necessary,” he said.  “Simply ceasing to attack one another would be enough.  Zinnia obviously underestimated you when she set this whole thing up. She’s wasted her strength and will likely continue to waste her strength against you.  It’s easier for Mother to do nothing while Zinnia attempts to batter you down.” 
   
 “Wait, back up.  Zinnia set this up?  As in me and this realm?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes. Your existence was a surprise, then both an opportunity and a threat.  Neeve and Eirwen both reported back on you, although Neeve was the only one to see you fight. A witch of your power was unforeseen.” 
   
 “Fight?  You mean when a group of us stood off the Wild Hunt?” I asked. 
   
 “Yes. The queens were intrigued by your strength.  Both princesses observed some of your magical strategy game, although only Neeve realized it had value beyond being simple entertainment.  She likened it to creazze—a game my people play, only it uses living people, not dirt and clay puppets.  Like your Wytch War, creazze is about strategy and tactics. The players use tricks and tactics to manipulate the people who surround their opponent. Their co-workers, family, acquaintances. Creazze permeates our society.” 
   
 “Lies?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “NO.  No.  We are never to lie.  Obfuscate, mislead, suggest, omit, these are the weapons of creazze.”


 

 “So Zinnia heard about me and what?  Thought I should become an opponent here on Fairie?” I asked. 
   
 “She thought you would be able to accept and hold a realm.  One that could then be taken from you.  So she conceived of the dragon talks and manipulated events to pull you here from Earth.”
  
 “But Neeve was in on it and your mother must have been as well,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Of course.  Sometimes the best strategy is to go along with your enemy’s plan long enough to put a small stone under her steed’s claws.” 
   
 “Like throwing a wrench into the works?” Stacia asked. 
   
 Confusion flooded his face.  “What is a wrench?” 
   
 “Never mind.  So Zinnia decided that Declan could possibly take and hold the untouched Middle Realm, thereby giving her an opportunity to take it for herself?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Exactly. She suggested that Mother go along, as it could work to her benefit, never intending it to actually do so.” 
   
 “But your mother went along because she foresaw it wouldn’t work out in Zinnia’s favor?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Mother had the benefit if Neeve’s more detailed assessment of Lord Declan’s abilities.  My sister was much impressed with whatever you did to the Wild Hunt’s leader, and your expertise and success in the game with the clay men.  Eirwen, and therefore Zinnia, knew only that you had defeated the Hunt’s leader, not the rather spectacular manner in which you did so.” 
   
 “That light spell thingy?” Stacia asked me. 
   
 “It was Sorrow’s suggestion,” I said. 
   
 “Oh, well, that explains a lot,” she said. 
   
 Greer looked very interested in our byplay but Stacia switched gears quickly.  “So your mom wants to meet for a friendly chat. Where exactly would she propose holding such a chat?” she asked. 
   
 “On the east coast of this continent, directly offshore from the Middle realm, there lies an island that is not claimed by any of the realms.  It is relatively barren and not of strategic or economic value,” he said. 
   
 “I see,” she said.  “Is it a trap?” 
   
 “Mother expressly asked me to assure you that she will not attack you,” he said. 
   
 “See now that you’ve explained this national pastime of calculated deceit, I have to say I’m less satisfied with that answer than I would have been an hour ago,” she said.  “Does your mother intend us harm?  Yes or no?” 
   
 “No.  She intends to talk.” 
   
 I turned to Stocan.  “Do you know this place?” 
   
 He nodded.  “It lies several of your units of linear measurement off of your coastline.  Nobody lives there, to my knowledge.  Rocky, with some thick brushy areas.  The island is about three-quarters of the size occupied by Idiria.” 
   
 Stacia looked my way and I raised both eyebrows.  She nodded. 
   
 “Greer, thank you for your visit.  We’ll consider your mother’s request and give you an answer.  Say, in about three hours?  Oh, when did she want to meet?” I asked. 
   
 “Two days hence on the deserted isle.  It would be most satisfactory if you responded before I am due back at Winter,” he said with his own nod.  Standing, he bowed and left the apartment.  Stocan stayed behind. 
   
 “You know this creazze game?” Stacia asked Stocan when we were certain Greer was gone. 
   
 “It would be safe to say that almost every citizen of any of the realms knows creazze.  Many, many people engage in creazze on a daily basis,” he said. 
   
 “Do you play it?” I asked. 
   
 “To live on Fairie is to play creazze.  Whether you intend to or not.” 
   
 “In other words, you either control the game or it controls you,” my wolf said. 
   
 “Actually, it is entirely possible to be engage in several games of your own and still be a piece on several other boards,” Stocan said with a bow, backing for the door. “I will await your answer and convey it to Guardian Greer.” 
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 We sent word to Greer forty minutes later that we would meet Morrigan on the unnamed isle at dawn two days from now.  It didn’t leave us much time to organize, but the consensus was that it would work.  It also gave Omega enough time to send a pair of drones to the island to reconnoiter the place. 
   
 Late afternoon the day after our Greer visit, we portal hopped from Idiria to the secret wolf cave (the Bat Cave moniker is already taken) and from there to the coast.  Omega’s drone footage and my own Realm sense gave me enough information to get the coordinates right and we stepped out onto a seaside landscape that could have almost doubled for the eastern seaboard of the United States. 
   
 “You have a beach,” Stacia said.  It sounded a bit accusatory. 
   
 “Yeah… beaches on both sides of the continent,” I said. 
   
 “I like beaches,” she said.   
   
 “Okay, number one, I didn’t know that, and number two, we’ve been sorta busy,” I said. 
   
 “Excuses, O’Carroll,” she said but when I whipped around to stare at her, I saw her mischievous smile. 
   
 “Well, providing we don’t wreck it, maybe we can come back and check it out for a week or two,” I said. 
   
 “See, right there you’ve gone and jinxed it.  No way you won’t trash the whole sea coast now,” she said, her attention more focused on looking over the terrain.  “I’d say that clearing would be a good camping spot but you’re probably going to tell me some arcane realm holder crap about why it sucks.” 
   
 “Ouch—cut right to the quick.  For your information, your spot is the best around,” I said. It was, with a flat sandy spot and an exposed outcropping of rock between us and the ocean that would block the nighttime wind and reflect the heat of a fire back at us.  It would also block most of the light from anyone out at sea. 
   
 “Of course. The nose knows,” she said with an index finger pointed at her face. 
   
 We set up a quick camp as the sun started to drop in the west, building our fire right up against the outcropping.  I also borrowed heat from the surrounding dunes, using the stored solar therms to warm our sleeping spot. 
   
 “So, let’s look at the island again,” I said, pulling out a tablet.  Omega brought up an overhead view of the island. 
   
 “The island is point-nine-six miles long, north to south, and at its widest, just under a half mile across, west to east.  Almost oval with the exception of the southern tip, which is an asymmetrical shape that Stacia accurately called a duck’s bill in our last planning session.  Highest elevation is twenty-one-point-two feet above sea level and its total area is approximately two hundred and four acres.  The high point lies just north of the middle of the island on the eastern side, and consists of rocky upthrusts exposed by erosion with a sharp drop off to the ocean.  The bulk of the island is covered with rather thick vegetation ranging from twenty-two inches to one hundred and thirty-two inches in height.  In short, it would be an excellent site for an ambush.”


 

 “Any surprises among the
current inhabitants?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Seventeen species of bird, three species of arthropod, three snake varieties, one of which is venomous, and an unknown number of insects.  No known representative members of either Court.”


 


“So we pop over there two hours before dawn and set up.  The portal set to go?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “It’s the same coordinates for the portal I added to the ones already in the wolf cave. Actually, it’s pretty interesting because I’m really just adding a doorway to that longer portal rather than creating an entirely separate one,” I said. 
   
 “Such a portal nerd,” she said. 
   
 I raised an eyebrow at her.  “An hour at the seaside and you’re already too salty.” 
   
 “Just channeling my inner Lydia,” she said with a grin. 
   
 I snorted.  “I said salt, not a lethal snark attack.” 
   
 “True; she’d never go that easy on you.  What about the weather?” she asked. 
   
 “I can promise sunshine and calm breezes until mid-morning but after that…” I said, both hands palm up. 
   
 “Perfect,” she said with a killer smile.  “Can you sense the island at all?”  
   
 “Not even a little.  Salt water plays havoc on magic senses and my realm ends at the waterline.” 
   
 “All right, let’s get settled in for bed,” she said.  My eyebrows went up.  She looked at me with a sexy grin.  “I’ll take first watch.  I’ll get you up in four hours,” she said, laughing as my brows dropped and my own grin turned into a frown. 
   
 “So focused,” I said, laying out my sleeping pad and bag. 
   
 “Oh, you’re pretty focused too, just on the wrong thing for the current environment,” she said.  “Gotta stay alert.”  I started to object to tell her it was my realm and I would sense everything.  She spoke first.  “Can’t have anymore snake men.” 
   
 Ouch.  Accurate but ouch.  It was warm behind our rocks, with the small fire and the heat I’d drawn, so I lay on top of my sleeping bag, boots off, feet crossed at the ankles. 
   
 “How do you think the others are?” I asked.   For a few seconds, she didn’t answer, still settling herself into a little spot under a short, scrubby evergreen where shadows hid her but left good visibility and access to the night breezes.  Above her, atop the tree, one of Omega’s little drones clung to the wispy branches and watched everything. 
   
 “I think they’re fine.  Omega would tell you if they weren’t.  It’s frigging Team Gordon we’re talking about here.” 
   
 “I just didn’t leave things very well,” I said, staring up at the stars overhead. 
   
 “It’ll take some time and some missions but it’ll all work out.  You’ll see,” she said, just a shadow under her tree. “Get some sleep.  I’m waking you up in four hours.” 
   
 I watched the sky for a few minutes, thinking about our plan and the rest of the team and the queens, the Vorsook, and my mother.  Then my eyes slid shut.  A few minutes later, Stacia shook me awake. 
   
 “What is it?” I hissed, trying to get my bearings, reaching out to the land.   
   
 “Your turn for watch.  All quiet here and Omega says quiet on the island, too.” 
   
 The land told me she was right.  I pulled on my boots and stood up.  My spot on the sleeping bag was instantly taken by Stacia.  “Ummm, nice and warm,” she said, eyes watching me as I shook myself more awake.   A mug of water, then a mug of strong black coffee from my thermos, and I settled into a spot leaning against the fire-warmed rock wall. 
   
 “You can’t see anything from there,” she whispered to me. 
   
 “I can’t see anything anywhere.  But I can feel the bejeepers outta the whole place, especially against this rock.” 
   
 “Don’t fall asleep,” she warned, closing her eyes and promptly doing just that. 
   
 I watched her sleep, curled in my spot while my other senses filled me with information about the land around me.  A long-tailed, northern forest owl sat in a Fairie oak tree four hundred yards south and once I thought about him, I found myself seeing through his eyes.  A coastal jackal, slightly larger than a fox, patrolled the ocean edge, looking for edibles washed up by the waves.  I followed along inside her for a couple of miles, leaving her when she found a delightfully smelly fish carcass to chow down. 
   
 A highly venomous crimson-jawed sand viper undulated across the space between Stacia and myself, tasting the air with its tongue, listening to the ground and, to some extent, the air with the vibrating bones in its skull.  I felt those too, sensing the rhythm of Stacia’s breathing and the movement of my own left foot as I rode the hunting reptile out of the campsite.  The night was as busy as the day and I observed, experienced, and felt every hunt, mating, conflict, birth and death that it offered me.  My shift flew by, the darkest part of night giving way to faint, faint threads of light in the sky. 
   
 My phone lit up with a message. 
   
 “Father, a portal has opened and Queen Morrigan is on the island.  She has her daughter, son, and the Sasquatch with her.”


 

 “Okay, time to get ready,” I said quietly to my sleeping girl.  Stacia’s eyes opened instantly, meeting mine with immediate awareness.  She blinked once before rolling easily to her feet.  We both splashed water on our faces, brushed hair and teeth, and ate a cold breakfast of bread, cheese, and sliced ham. 
   
 “All right. I guess I’m ready as I’ll be,” she said after checking her face in a little hand mirror and then suddenly diving into her pack for a wispy scarf.  I was leaning against a rock, holding her gun, waiting, and I couldn’t stop a little sigh. 
   
 “What?  You don’t meet with queens every day, ya know,” she said. 
   
 “Well, most of the time this queen is trying to kill us,” I said, handing her the DP-12.  “The time for first impressions is long past.” 
   
 “Nonsense,” she said, giving her hair a final pat after settling the deadly shotgun’s tactical sling over her shoulders. 
   
 “Okay,” I said as evenly as possible, bending down and opening the pre-made portal with a touch.  Dark scrubby terrain loomed on the other side of the opening and I followed Stacia through it and onto the island. 
 




Chapter 27


 

 Light-colored sand added a small, small measure of visibility to the streaks of light in the early dawn sky, just enough to give my human eyes the shapes of plants, rocks, and small trees. 
   
 Stacia, who could see as if by daylight, led the way through the forest of short trees.  Over her shoulder, I could start to see the orange light of torches.  Head swiveling, she gracefully picked a path through the thickly grown evergreens till we stepped out of the forest and into a clearing. 
   
 Oval in shape, about the size of an NFL regulation football field, the clearing lay before us with a delegation waiting for us at the far end.  Four six-foot torches had been jammed into the sandy ground and Queen Morrigan sat comfortably in what had to be some kind of folding throne. She looked fully healed, dressed in a skintight black dress that clung to her slender body.  Her giant Bigfoot troll stood behind her, her deadly daughter, Neeve, on her right (our left), and Greer on the other side. 
   
 We approached across the space, all senses alert for the slightest sound, smell, or motion.  Morrigan leaned back, legs crossed at the knee, elevated foot bouncing slightly as she studied us with interest.  She glanced behind us, one elegant eyebrow lifting in slight surprise. 
   
 “No entourage, no army of guards or turned traitor pucks?” she asked, her voice a shockingly pleasant tone with an unplaceable accent. 
   
 “We’re minimalists,” I said with a shrug.  Unable to stop myself, I glanced at Neeve.  Her eyes left off their staring match with Stacia and flicked my way, analyzing me. 
   
 “I have given my assurance that I mean you no harm at this meeting,” Morrigan said, noting my glance at her daughter. 
   
 “Ah, yes, well that may be, but at least one of your party has, I believe, expressed a very different opinion,” I said. 
   
 “Naïvety and youth are not excuses for bad manners, Realm Holder,” Morrigan admonished.  “My Killing Frost knows well that now is not the time or place for her to exact her inevitable victory.” 
   
 “Indeed, your deaths at my hands are pleasures to be savored and anticipated,” Neeve said, giving us an oddly formal little bow of her head. 
   
 “Awkward and not a little creepy,” I said to her before turning back to her mother.  “Anyway, you called?”  
   
 Morrigan regarded me with something like amusement.  “Such insouciance,” she said, slightly shaking her head.  “Many have met demises so horrifying, your small human brain could scarcely comprehend them for uttering much less.” 
   
 “But admit it—none of them were near as much fun as I am,” I said, prompting a cough from Stacia. 
   
 Morrigan’s amusement deepened.  “I’ll admit to a certain lack of boredom since your arrival.  But enough. I believe my son conveyed my interest in, at the very least, pausing our hostilities?” 
   
 “He did.  And I’ll point out that hostilities, as you call them, were never something we wanted.  Yet you joined with your sister to initiate them,” I said. 
   
 She waved a hand as if kidnapping my friends was of tiny consequence. “Of course.  How else to test you?  An untried human witch, and a male at that?  The odds favored your almost immediate failure and demise.  So I should leave my sister to be the only player in the game?  Bah!” 
   
 “And now?” 
   
 “Now is different.  Now you have shown ability and resolve.  You survive—no, you thrive.  My sister made a serious mistake in underestimating you.  She should never have brought you here, as you have changed the very balance of our lives in ways unexpected.  So I wish to cease hostilities with you.” 
   
 “Permanently?” I asked. 
   
 “Don’t be a child.  What is permanent?  I have lived longer than most of the civilizations on your magic-blighted planet.  There is no permanent.” 
   
 I glanced at Stacia, who gave me a tiny nod.  “So a temporary break in our conflict, allowing you to focus on your sister and other matters, like say, the Vorsook?” 
   
 Her eyes narrowed at the name of the alien enemy.  “They threaten both our worlds.  Why have three enemies at this time when we can each concentrate on just two?” 
   
 “What terms?” 
   
 “Just a cessation of violence toward each other to allow us to concentrate on others.” 
   
 “Timeframe?” Stacia asked, gaining Morrigan’s full attention. 
   
 “I would point out that this discussion is among Holders only, but I’m told he dotes on you.  I cannot believe there was ever a time I would have been so young and frighteningly inexperienced as to allow such a thing,” Morrigan said, a furrow between her eyes as if she was trying to remember. She turned back to me.  “I will offer a one-time bit of advice, young Declan O’Carroll:  Such attachments only weaken you.  No doubt you will ignore it, but I’ve done it anyway.” 
   
 It was a tiny movement but I was keyed up and dawn was bright enough that I caught Neeve’s eyes shifting suddenly to her mother.  Fast, then back on me, focused like a laser sight.  No other expression or shift, yet on her was a major sign.  Of what?  As I turned my attention back to the queen, my own intuition offered up its best guess… surprise. 
   
 “Your advice is duly noted,” I said, earning me a twitch at the corner of Morrigan’s mouth.  “As Stacia asked, what timeframe will you agree to?” 
   
 “Let us say, oh, maybe till a turning point on either front,” she said, tone casual but her eyes were very sharp and focused on me. 
   
 “Nebulous,” I said, dredging the word from somewhere deep down.  “How about till one of our enemies suffers true defeat?” 
   
 She considered it, crossed leg still bouncing.  The bouncing stopped. “A tighter restriction perhaps, but I’ll agree.” 
   
 “Does this bind all your agents?” I asked, glancing at Neeve. 
   
 “My Black Frost will restrain herself during this period of time,” she said, eyes narrowed.  “As will your allies.” 
   
 “My allies?” I asked, already suspecting her meaning. 
   
 “Your Fallen ones, your… artificial being,” she said, tilting her head to watch my response. 
   
 “I don’t control them, and I cannot speak for them,” I said. 
   
 “Nonetheless, if they attack me or mine during the period of our agreement, it will be void,” she said, eyes going hard—harder. 
   
 I thought about that, then glanced at Stacia.  She too considered it, then nodded.  Omega whispered a single word in my earpiece: “Acceptable.”


 

 “We agree. You have an accord,” I said. 
   
 “We?” she asked, interest peaked. 
   
 I nodded at Stacia.  “We,” I confirmed. 
   
 She narrowed her eyes, studying me like a bug.  Finally she uncrossed her legs and sat upright, holding out one hand.  “I believe among your kind, you grasp hands to signify the completion of a negotiation?” 
   
 Beside me Stacia tensed and all three of Morrigan’s bodyguards became totally still. 
   
 There was a lot going on in that moment.  By staying seated and making me come to her, she was dominating the situation.  At the same time, she was using an Earth custom that would be difficult to decline.  What could she do to me with a touch?  I remembered that her strongest innate talent was the power of command.   
   
 I took a single step forward, a long step, long enough to bring me within two feet of her.  Bending just a bit, I reached forward, holding my hand out. 
   
 “You must drop your shields that shine so bright about you, Declan,” she said drily.  
   
 I didn’t though—have to drop them.  I just thinned the one around my right hand, pushing it down till it touched my skin, then pushing it even further till it lived just below the flesh. 
   
 Her hand shot forward and grasped mine with astonishing strength.  There was no doubt she could have pulped it to jelly.  I felt my eyes widen at her grip.  Hers widened at the same time as some force I could not name pressed from her palm to mine.  It got no further. 
   
 “Astonishing,” she said, visibly impressed.   Then she shook my hand once and let go, leaning back in her throne.  “We have an accord.” 
   
 I stepped back, moving my hand behind my back to shake it out, keeping eye contact with her.  She smirked slightly, then her eyes flicked behind me.  On my left, Stacia was already turning to look over her shoulder.  Not willing to turn my back on Morrigan, and especially not Neeve,  I stepped rearward and spun a bit to look at the far end of the clearing. 
   
 There was a tear in reality, a rip in space and time that hovered six inches off the ground.  The ragged portal looked into deep jungle instead of scrubby forest and then the goblins started to jump through. 
 




Chapter 28


 

 The first two muscular green nightmares were through the portal before I had even turned back to Morrigan. 
   
 “Don’t look at me; look to yourselves. My sister is certainly here for your blood, not mine,” she said, smirking. 
   
 “Let me guess, you made an accord with her as well?” I asked, reaching into my messenger bag.  The death orbs shot out of it as my hand grasped a collapsible baton.   
   
 Stacia’s shotgun roared twice, click-clacked, then roared twice more.  I looked up to see three more goblins stepping over the bodies of the first two, just as my orbs of steel and silver hit them at high speed. Gouts of blue blood sprayed back into the portal even as the cosmic tear widened and more green-skinned monsters pushed aside their dead brethren. 
   
 A sharp, inhuman cry came from overhead and I glanced up to see a wave of flying reptiles flash across the sky, each with a rider. 
   
 Stacia continued firing at the wave of goblins while I extended the baton and used it to scribe a simple circle in the soft dirt around me.  
   
 “Out,” she said.  I looked up and she tossed me her DP-12, following it immediately with her bandoleer of shotgun shells.  “You good?” she asked. 
   
 I gave her a thumbs up as I set the empty gun and ammo on the ground.  She headed for the nearest tree line, plunging into the woods. 
   
 “Abandoned so soon?” Morrigan asked lightly. 
   
 I ignored her, reaching my right index finger to my makeshift circle and powering it up with a thought.  Not a moment too soon, as a bounding goblin bounced off the invisible wall, slamming into a tree.   
   
 “How long can that hold, do you think?” the Winter Queen asked, mildly interested. 
   
 I didn’t even look up, instead reaching deeper into my bag and pulling out one of my mega batteries.  “Days, maybe weeks,” I said as I connected the battery to the circle with a line and a short string of runes.  “And she didn’t abandon me,” I said.  Right on cue, the awful hair-raising, testicle-shriveling howl of a werewolf in hybrid combat form echoed through the dawn forest. 
   
 “She’s not gone. She’s hunting,” I said, suddenly noticing the four torches still burning.  With a short gesture I accelerated their burning, taking each wrapped bundle, as well as the sticks holding them, to the ground in a pile of ash.   
   
 Morrigan’s eyebrows had gone up at the howl and stayed up as I absorbed the heat of the torches. 
   
 A glance back at the portal showed at least fifteen goblins through and more coming, with a swarm of Tinks beginning to come through over their heads.  I sent the captured heat across the clearing in waves of infrared energy, bringing it to full bloom on the venomous cloud of killer fliers.  Hundreds instantly crisped into black cinders, but hundreds more came on behind them. 
   
 Kneeling, I began to reload Stacia’s shotgun, plucking size six steel shot shells from the bandoleer, then switching to steel slugs for the last six rounds, which would be first out of the barrels. 
   
 “You are severely outnumbered, young Holder,” Morrigan said in a conversational tone.   More goblins poured through the opening in space and time, spreading around the clearing to secure it.  Six green-clad Hunters of the Summer Court came through, two at a time, armed with bows and swords.   
   
 “Am I?” I asked, my own tone clearly not buying it. I set the reloaded gun aside and started drawing more runes on the ground around the perimeter of my circle. 
   
 “As strong as your circle might be, it cannot keep my sister’s army out forever.” 
   
 Behind the Hunters came four blue-armored warriors, and once they had spread out to form a protected space inside the circles of Hunters and goblins, a long, tanned leg stepped through, followed by the rest of Zinnia’s lithe figure. 
   
 My answer to Morrigan was cut off by Zinnia.  “Making more deals, sister dearest?” she asked, but her eyes were locked on me. 
   
 “Just concluded, Zin,” Morrigan said.  “But I think I’ll stay and observe.”  I glanced at her and found her watching me with a sort of alien fascination. 
   
 “Where is the beast girl?” Queen Zinnia asked. 
   
 A goblin screamed across the clearing and I glanced up in time to see a giant white-furred arm and clawed hand yank the squat horror off its feet and into the short, thick trees.  The screech cut off and a round, green, blue-bloody head flew out of the brush, bouncing on the ground.  Instantly, a full half-dozen of the muscle-bound creatures tore into the forest to avenge their brother. 
   
 “I would say about… there,” Morrigan answered, waving a hand at the woods. 
   
 Growls sounded in the woods and another goblin screamed out its death cry.  “Lead them—find her and kill her,” Zinnia said, clearly annoyed.  Two green-clad Hunters took off with another six goblins in tow. 
   
 Finished with my rune work, I leaned over and pulled a working out of my bag.  A working is an object of wrought power constructed for a specific purpose.  Think of a voodoo doll or, as they’re sometimes known, a poppet, as a type of working.  This one was constructed of a type of Fairy water plant, like a watercress, set inside an empty turtle shell, covered with six kinds of wispy, airborne seeds much like milkweed.  I set it on the western side of my circle, pouring into it a cupful of water from a bottle, then powering it with a touch and a whisper. 
   
 I slung Stacia’s shotgun over my head before standing up to look at Zinnia, who was watching me, amused, hands on her hips. 
   
 “I have four flights of dactilyns, their riders, one hundred goblins, and thousands of Tinks. With thousands more waiting.  You have not a chance,” she said, waving a hand at her open portal. 
   
 Stacia roared somewhere deep on the island and then I heard an elf scream.  Higher than a human, but just as terrified as any horror movie victim anywhere.   
   
 “One less, I’d say,” I said.  “What’s a flight? Eight?” 
   
 “Twelve, dear,” Morrigan added from the edge of the woods.  She and her kids and giant bodyguard had moved further back, but still watched attentively.  The air smelled a little less like swamp-ass Bigfoot already. 
   
 Something reptilian cried out a battle cry, which was cut off almost instantly.  “Down to forty-seven of those dack things,” I said.   
   
 A Tink flew out of the woods and hovered in front of the Summer Queen, antenna touching Zinnia’s forehead.  Zinnia snarled and batted it away, turning back to the portal to snarl something in Elvish. 
   
 Four more figures came through the dimensional doorway, three big men and a woman, like muscular bodybuilders.  All four were obviously of human stock, almost naked, with just wraps around their waists.  They stared first at me with green cat eyes before turning to Zinnia. 
   
 “Find the beastkin and put an end to her,” Zinnia commanded. 
   
 Instantly they began to change and shift, orange-black fur sprouting on their expanding, twisting bodies.  Within moments, four hybrid weretigers stood, each over eight feet tall, one pushing ten. 
   
 I sent all four steel orbs at them but they deftly moved aside at the last moment and my death balls shot through the portal.  Zinnia waved a hand and the portal closed. 
   
 “Lost your toys?” she asked.   
   

Got more of that shit but at least your portal is closed, I thought to myself 
   
 I raised the DP-12 and fired both barrels at the biggest tiger man.  Two 12 gauge steel slugs hit his torso, blowing gouts of red blood across his companions.  He stood, staring at me, for the time it took me to pump the action, then fell in a heap.  I fired again, but a green goblin jumped into the path of the slugs, taking them both before falling and sliding across the ground.   
   
 The remaining three weretigers leapt into the forest while Zinnia cursed and waved a hand at me.  I shot the last two slugs at her but she lifted her other hand and the slugs sparked off an invisible shield in front of her, one hitting a tree, the other catching a hunter in the leg. 
   
 Vines burst from the ground around my circle, spinning and wrapping the column of my shield wall to the height of my chin, trying to crush it.  I felt the pressure on the edge of my mind. 
   
 “He’s a handful. Isn’t he, dear sister?” Morrigan called, clearly delighted. 
   
 “He’s dead,” Zinnia said in icy tones. 
   
 Two elven screams rang out on opposite sides of the island, followed immediately by another to the south of us.   Zinnia spun, looking around before turning to the nearest Hunter.  Before she could speak, I interrupted.   
   
 “Hey Summer Queen, you ever go to a haunted house?” I asked.  “Not the ghost kind but the ones that charge money at Halloween.” 
   
 “You speak nonsense,” she said. 
   
 “Sounds like the answer is no.  Let me explain.  You pay money and go into this house, building, cornfield, or sometimes it’s a whole forest.  The people running the show have like forty or fifty actors inside, dressed in scary costumes, and they spring out at you as you move around,” I said.  She stared at me, frowning. “All good fun.  Welcome to my haunted island,” I said, waving around at the forest surrounding us. “But my actors don’t act and it’s not really gonna be fun… for you.” 
   
 Right on cue, something shot out of the forest in a blur, snatching a Hunter from just behind Zinnia, both disappearing into the thick brush on the far side of the woods. I might have glimpsed blonde hair but who the hell knows.  Like I said, just a blur. 
   
 “Was that…” Morrigan asked. 
   
 “A vampire?  Why yes, I believe it was,” I said.  “Interesting bit of news—your sun here on Fairie doesn’t seem to bother vampires at all.  So I brought a few over.” 
   

“ETA seven minutes, Father,” Omega said in my ear. 
   
 “You brought your allies here,” Morrigan stated.  Something that wasn’t Stacia roared in the distance.  Tiger?  A deeper, louder roar answered it, one that I instantly recognized.  Awasos. 
   
 I’ll admit to a bit of nervousness.  I had researched tiger behavior after hearing of Summer’s weres.  They were known to sometimes kill and eat bears.  Admittedly, it was younger and smaller bears for the most part, and almost always from ambush.  But still… ‘Sos was my friend.  Of course, bears sometimes killed and ate tigers too. 
   
 The forest erupted into an ear-crushing blast of roars as battle was joined somewhere on the island.  I felt the ground shake and heard trees splitting and falling and every being in the clearing looked toward the chorus of combat.  A flicker of motion caught my eye and I turned to see a small black blur whip into the clearing from the opposite side where most were looking.   
   
 The figure streaked through a group of three goblins then was gone, sending one head flying, one goblin disemboweled, and the third one jumping backward with only one leg, the other twitching on the ground.  That one might have had black hair and might have had two swords. Hard telling.  
   
 The beast battle in the distance suddenly ended with the victory roar of a Kodiak.  Okay, maybe tigers don’t do well with bears of the Kodiak persuasion.  
   
 “Don’t these scare houses take place in the dark?” Greer asked, suddenly, pointing at the lightening sky to the east. 
   
 “True, true,” I said, turning to look back at the western sky. My turn to point.  Ominous black clouds approached from my realm, moving on an unnaturally fast wind. 
   
 “You called it?  You set this whole thing up?” Morrigan asked, looking at me in a new and somewhat scary light. 
   
 “The probabilities were very high that Summer would show up to the party.  There was a potential for you to double cross the whole thing, but the odds were on Queen Zinnia jumping in with both feet.” 
   
 “So you have a few vampires and a scary storm.  I have an army that covers my realm,” Zinnia said. 
   
 “But you only brought a few of them, then you shut the door on the rest. And I might be new at this portal stuff, but I distinctly remember being told that electrical storms wreak havoc on portal opening,” I said.   
   
 More screams rang out across the island and reptilian dactilyns were taking off, riderless, fleeing the island. 
   
 “Also, I brought Angels.  Fallen Angels, but don’t hold that against them,” I said.  A tiger roared, close by, then started to roar again, only to cut off sharply.  Something came flying over the treetops, a massive lump of black and orange that hit the ground halfway between me and Zinnia, rolling to a stop at the prone body of the first tiger man.  On closer inspection, it turned out to be half a weretiger, the lower half, sliced as if by a machine. 
   
 “Did you know that Angels really aren’t all that nice?  People use the word to indicate someone nice, such as aren’t they perfect angels or isn’t she a little angel, but in reality Angels, are God’s shock troops.  They’re absolute engines of destruction,” I said. 
   
 The first weretiger, the one I shot, started to move, the damage the steel slugs had done now likely healed.  Shame the slugs weren’t part silver.  He sat up.  Something flickered out of the brush at the forest’s edge and tiger-man suddenly sprouted a silver spike in his forehead.  He fell back down. 
   
 “ENOUGH!” Zinnia yelled, throwing both open hands in my direction.  The vines doubled in size and I could feel their roots pressing from below.  A magic circle extends to the heavens and descends to who knows how deep, so nothing flying or burrowing was getting in, yet the pressure on my mind grew exponentially.  Then she waved again and her goblins and Tinks flocked to me, climbing the vines, pressing the circle from every direction to get to me. 
   
 Squatting down slowly so that I didn’t lose concentration on my circle, I triggered another set of runes.  I couldn’t see out of my column of living Fairie flesh and plants—in fact it was pretty dark—but I could feel my spell take hold.  
   
 All around the clearing, the steel shot and expended slugs were pulling out of trees, ground, and bodies.  Stacia had fired sixteen rounds of number six steel shot.  Each round had an ounce of pellets, a little over three hundred in each.  My spell didn’t get them all, probably only two-thirds of them, but that was still well over three thousand pellets and six big twelve-gauge slugs.   
   
 I felt them levitating out of dirt and pulling free from wood, flesh, and bone.  I twisted the spell. The pellets and slugs started to spin, counterclockwise—widdershins—around the clearing.  The sky over the open top of my circle was now charcoal dark with storm clouds, and thunder shook the air as the storm rolled in.   
   
 I could hear the queens yelling to each other and to their subordinates as the pellets shot around the clearing, but my attention was now on the storm.  It was lovely.  A massive presence of power and energy, much more real to me than any storm had ever been before.  Now in addition to the Air energy of the winds that whipped through, and the Fire energy of the electricity that crackled, I felt the very power of the water itself.  Amazing. 
   
 Then it started to rain.  Buckets.  Sheets and sheets of rain.  I only experienced what fell down my tube of a circle, but immediately the bottom of my ring became a quagmire.  I’d considered that when we planned this whole thing.  The water started to rise as the vines at the bottom constricted tight enough to be waterproof.  I hadn’t planned for that. 
   
 The turtle shell working floated up on top of first three inches of water, rising faster as the storm came fully overhead.  The water washed away the runes of my shot spell, but the pellets were already in air and spinning, so I was able to take over maintaining the spell with only a small extra effort.  Still, I had to maintain the circle, feel the storm for what came next, and now hold the steel pellet spell. 
   
 The magic battery was underwater, but it was unaffected by fresh water, and the conduit to the shield wall was already running, so the runes stayed fixed in the mud.  Salt water would have been a different story. 
   
 The water had climbed to my knees, rising much faster than it should.  The first flash of lightning lit the sky and, looking up, I could see Tinks at the top of the living column linked together like army ants.  Except they were tighter, making a living carpet or… funnel to catch the rain. 
   
 Zinnia was trying to drown me in my own circle.  The water was up to my waist and I’ll admit I started to panic a little.  The main body of the storm wasn’t here yet.  Did I have enough time?
  
 I couldn’t hear anything outside my watery well, the wind, pouring rain, and thunder silencing anything the thick layer of vines, goblins, and flying toxic bugs couldn’t. 
   

“Father, are you not now a Water witch?” Omega said in my ear.  That damned Bluetooth earpiece was soaking wet yet still working like a champ.  If I got back to Earth, I’d have to give it a hell of a review.  Holds up great while submerged and fighting Fairie killers offworld.  Great audio integrity in adverse alien conditions.  Five stars.

   
 “Father?” 


 

 I snapped back to reality.  Water witch, right.  But what to do?  My Water spell repertoire was still beginner level.  I could move water around, part the pool party waters like a fake Moses, and probably create an air bubble around my head, but how long would that hold?  My only act of watery brilliance had been to pull the water from the Red Cap.  I didn’t want to do that here ‘cause I had more H2O than I wanted, thank you very much.  I’d rather put it back.  Hmm. Put it back. 
   
 Water, like air, would normally flow through my circle unless I specifically spelled it against such permeability.  Since I like breathing, I tend to let my circles stay porous.  The vines were keeping the water in, so why not see if they needed watering themselves? 
   
 I took a deep breath, checked each of the spells I was running, pulled back my awareness of the storm, and pushed.  Go on, get in there.  Shove right on into that thick jungle vine. 
   
 It was really hard.  I found out that plants are a lot more waterproof than flesh as I tried my trick in reverse.  Nothing really happened.  So I lifted my gaze till I got to the part of the column where the vines ended and the goblins stood atop one another, all staring at me with killer eyes. 
   
 “Thirsty, fellas?  Here, have a drink,” I said, shoving the water up the wall of vines and into the skin of the lowest level of goblins, then the second, and third levels. 
   
 Their fearsome gaze turned to bewilderment, then fear.  Then the first one exploded.  Because of the invisible shield of the circle, he exploded outward, back toward where I assumed his queen was.  Then the next one popped.  And another, and another.  It was like damned popcorn: Once you get it started, they start to pop all at once. 
   
 The layers fell, falling outward, some still bursting from within, the water-collecting canopy of Tinks falling down, some bouncing off the vines, others clinging to them. 
   
 The storm thundered overhead as I stopped to take a breath.  The vines were still higher than my head, but the view had opened enough that I could see treetops above the top vine. 
   
 Lightning branched across the sky and break time was over.  Reaching back into the power of the thunderstorm, I grabbed onto the huge electrical potential, making it mine. 
   
 Then I pulled it all down at once, into my circle, into me, closed my eyes and pushed it out into the spinning ring of steel pellets. 
   
 




Chapter 29


 


 

 The clearing exploded.  Arcs of raw electricity blasted the vines to burning mulch, jumping from pellet to pellet, the light so bright it seared my eyes, even shut and covered with my hands.  The ground shook, throwing me around inside my circle, lifting me up out of the mud and slamming me right back down into it. 

 

 A thick, steamy fog filled the entire area, the icing on the cake of my haunted island.  The circle around me sputtered and collapsed.  The battery was drained, exhausted by the Summer Queen’s plants and goblins.  The turtle shell working floated away then stuck in the mud, the wispy seeds all gone, the watercress just strands. 
   
 I looked around.  Steam, charred spattered plants, charred spattered flesh, broken weapons, crumpled Tinks, a pile of blue-armored elves.  The damage extended out into the first layers of trees encircling the clearing, their trunks and branches blasted and burnt a fairly even shade of black.  Nothing lived in the entire clearing—nothing but me. 
   
 Motion caught my eye to the left.  I fumbled Stacia’s gun up to level, pumping the action, aware I only had steel shot.  Greer entered the clearing, his face smudged with mud and soot.  A second later, his sister and mother followed him into the open.  A massive dark shadow loomed behind them. 
   
 “Well, that was… exciting,” Morrigan said, wiping her mud-spattered forehead with a sleeve.  They advanced no further, so I lowered the gun… a little, the muzzle now pointed at the ground roughly between us. 
   
 “I’d forgotten what terrible risks the young take,” the Winter Queen said, looking through the fog at the destroyed space.  Overhead, the storm was moving off the island and the sky had lightened considerably.  “I wonder… did you kill her? I find that hard to fathom.” 
   
 Something moved in the middle of the clearing—one of the blue-armored bodies.  An arm lifted and fell, then a blue elf rolled over… and over, falling off the pile to lie in a lump.  From below rose a slender arm covered in mud and blue blood.  Zinnia, Queen of the Summer Court, pulled herself from under the protective forms of her dead bodyguards.  She looked like shit, but she held one of the guards’ blue-armored shields in front of her like she was ready for a fight. 
   
 “See, she’s hard to kill,” Morrigan said. 
   
 “Like a cockroach,” I said, mouth operating without any brain oversight. 
   
 Morrigan laughed.  Zinnia’s exhausted face tightened with anger.  She reached a hand up and grasped a gold and green amulet hanging between her breasts, which I hadn’t noticed before because, well, breasts. 
 “Oh ho, sister.  Desperate times indeed,” Morrigan said, her voice picking up a note of not quite alarm but at least increased attention.  “See, now, you’ve made her tap her reservoir.” 
   
 I fumbled a shield up, my own power levels alarmingly low.  Her gem gleamed with power and I realized my self-crafted batteries were crude, primitive things to the queens.  What she held in her hand was many times stronger than the power cell I had just exhausted.   
   
 If it came to a fight and she still had a battery that size, I was in trouble. 
   
 Motion at the edges of the clearing.  Human forms stepped out of the trees.  Chris, Tanya, Arkady, Nika, and, still adjusting her shirt, Stacia. 
   
 Zinnia pulled back whatever spell she’d been about to unleash and snapped a powerful circle of her own—without the need to draw one, I noted. 
   
 “‘Sos is chasing the last of those flying dinosaur things out of the rocky area.  Everything else is dead,” Chris said, eyes locked on Zinnia. 
   
 His arms were covered in blue and red streaks of blood, matching the gore that dripped from Tanya’s twin swords.  Arkady carried an ax that I wouldn’t have been able to lift and even Nika held some kind of guard-less, curving saber.   
   
 “You were supposed to be at odds with your Earth allies?” Morrigan questioned, eyes locked on Mr. & Mrs. God Hammer.  “That’s how Zinnia planned it.” 
   
 “We got over it,” I said, handing Stacia back her shotgun and bandoleer.  She immediately cradled the stubby gun in one arm and began feeding shells into the twin magazine tubes. 
   
 “I would explain that we are, in many ways, family, and family can survive a great deal,” Tanya said. “However, I think the explanation would be completely lost.” 
   
 “Family is exactly the reason I chose such a direction,” Zinnia said.  She was pretty much a mess.  The blonde hair on one side of her face was burned completely off, while the other side was dripping mud and gore.  Her face, arms, and clothes were spattered with disgusting things that either came from the ground or from inside elves and goblins. 
   
 “What do you think, Dec?  Rip through her shields?” Chris asked, like he was wondering if I wanted sugar with my coffee.  One lump or two? 
   
 “Oh my.  Much as I would love to see that, I think retreating to a safe distance will be in order.  Should you succeed, Fallen One, I do believe sister dearest will detonate her little pool of power,” Morrigan said. 
   
 “Dec?” Chris asked, eyeing the Winter Queen. 
 “That thing has a huge amount of power in it,” I said. 
   
 “Like your battery?” Tanya asked. 
   
 “It’s like my battery as a D cell is to a Tesla’s power pack,” I said.   
   
 “All very Earthy references, I’m sure,” Morrigan said.  “As long as you realize it will flatten the island.  What’s left of the island.” 
   
 “What will it be, boy?” Zinnia asked, shifting her feet on the pile of bodies. 
   
 “The issue, as I see it, is how are you going to leave?” I asked. 
   
 As if on cue, a sharp, reptilian cry sounded and a massive dactilyn swooped down from above the trees, a blonde elf rider on its back.  The flyer swooped low, right at Zinnia, who dropped her shield, leapt up lightly behind her daughter, and reignited the shield around them in a shining orb of power. 
   
 The reptile flapped huge wings and powered back up into the sky before turning toward the south. 
   
 “Father?” Omega asked. 
   
 “Let them go, please,” I asked. 
   
 Morrigan turned to me, one eyebrow raised.   
   
 “You could have stopped her?” she asked.  I didn’t answer.  Not for her to know that Zinnia’s shield let light through and a drone’s laser could have boiled her brain inside her skull. 
   
 Rhythmic thumping sounded through the ground, shaking our feet, and a huge ruckus came from the woods behind Chris.  Without word or visible signal, the God Hammer and his bride stepped just a bit further apart, both coming to a stop just as a massive furry missile exploded out of the woods. 
   
 Immediately standing on his hind legs, Awasos roared his feelings at the disappearing reptile and its riders. 
   
 “What a specimen,” Morrigan said, eyes shining with admiration at the giant Kodiak that dropped down to all fours and turned her way.  Chris immediately put a hand on the thick neck, just a casual touch, but enough to get ‘Sos to stop. 
   
 “Timing of rescue is bullshit,” Arkady said, still watching the sky. 
   
 “Of course, Sir Vampire.  Eirwen waited to see if you killed her mother and when it was apparent you would leave off, she flew in to the rescue.  Poor thing must be beside herself—so close to getting the throne and yet still so far.  No, you made no friends with that one,” Queen Morrigan said.  “A bit weak on your part, young Holder.  Still and all, it was a fine show.” 
   
 “Should I have killed her?” I asked Chris and Tanya. 
   
 “Not if that necklace would have blown us all to shit,” Tanya said.  “I for one don’t feel like blowing up today.” 
   
 “Don’t sweat it, kid.  You punched her square in the nose,” Chris said, waving a hand around the destroyed clearing. 
   
 “Oh you did that and more, Declan O’Carroll.  You have cut her Hunter force by half, decimated her dactilyn flock, eliminated most of her current stable of bodyguards, and thinned her goblin forces, not to mention forcing her to use her reservoir.  She hasn’t had to tap that resource in over thirteen hundred years, right Neeve?” 
   
 “Thirteen hundred and seventy-two, Mother,” Neeve answered. 
   
 “Is big deal?” Arkady asked. 
   
 “Hmm, you are a pretty fine specimen too.  A bogatyr, I presume from that accent?” Morrigan asked, getting the barest nod in return.  “The answer is yes, because it will take her at least ten years to recharge it.  A blink of time, yet far too long when battling such as yourselves.  Tell me, you all just waited on the island for my sister to show up?” 
   
 “They gated in while Stacia and I camped on the coastline.  We pretty much knew at least one of you would attack, although the calculations were pretty certain on your sister,” I said. 
   
 “Calculations,” she said, her jovial amusement gone. 
   
 “Psychometrics… predicative behavior analysis, use of circumstance, situation, and environment to assign probable outcomes,” I said, smiling at her. 
   
 Her face went blank except for a very small frown which she turned on her daughter and son. 
   
 Neeve in turn looked at her brother.  “Their machines make numerous calculations in much greater numbers and faster than your best advisors, Mother.  It is one of the strengths of their metal-based technology,” Greer said. 
   
 Anger flashed across her face.  She snarled a word at her massive Sasquatch and a gate instantly opened behind her. 
   
 “Winter Queen,” I said before she could step through.  She turned to look at me.  “Our accord is still intact, yes?” I asked. 
   
 “Had you the guts to kill my sister, it would have ended,” she said, stepping through the portal without another word, her children following before the doorway in reality zipped shut. 
 




Chapter 30


 

 “Do you think you gave away too much information?” Tanya asked. 
   
 “I hadn’t thought so, but I’m guessing you think I did,” I answered, keeping my tone conversational.  “I don’t think they quite grasp what Omega can do with behavioral data points.  My comment may piss her off and give her incentive to try to be unpredictable, but that in itself might be predictable.” 
   
 “Omega, what do you think?” Tanya asked, eyeing me thoughtfully. 
   
 “Father is likely correct.  With every observation of their behavior, I gather more and more data points, fleshing out their likely responses with greater accuracy. I have scanned all available literature on Earth for anecdotal data on human and Fairie interactions, with particular attention on any and all references to the queens, spanning back through recorded history.  My recent data collection efforts on Fairie have added a great deal more information. Despite their great age, or maybe because of it, the queens remain remarkably consistent in their behavior, especially when they seek to be unpredictable.”


 

 “Explain that last point please?” Tanya asked. 
   
 “Of course.  For example, based upon direct observations within their own courts, the queens are both known to be unforgiving of failure and bad news in general.  Their responses are predictably swift and violent.  However, about five percent of the time they will choose not to respond in such a manner, leaving the members of their Courts unable to fully predict the outcome of a negative report.  Conversely, they generally respond with praise to success and positive news, except for, again, five percent of the time, when they still act in a savage manner.”


 

 “To keep their Courts guessing, as it were,” Nika said. 
   

“Exactly.  Both queens do this and do so in a similar manner, which indicates they learned it together, possibly as children.  However, upon closer examination, one finds that it is a matter of both timing of the occasion, and more importantly, the current status of the individual in question.  Previous history of said individual is not, in and of itself, a helpful metric.  But history combined with a forecast of near, mid, and long-term utility to the Court decreases the randomness significantly.”


 

 “So is not how you have done, but how you have done with what use you might be to queen in future?” Arkady asked. 
   
 “Exactly.  The queens’ children have the highest utility to her in almost any foreseeable future so while they are not immune from punishment, death is extremely unlikely.  High-aptitude individuals with rare and valuable skills are also much less likely to fall victim to the queen’s whims.”


 

 “By that measure, a warrior with rare magical skill might be more confident of his or her safety,” Tanya said. 
   

“Only if said individual had complete knowledge of the queen’s resources.  New candidates are always being found and groomed without the knowledge of the majority of the court.  In some ways, it is like the constant trading of football players on an NFL football team, with some being released from contract and replaced by others.  However, in that example a great deal of information is public, which allows high percentage predictions.  The queens keep almost all details of their laboratories, training facilities, and recruitment efforts secret, separate, and clandestine.”

   
 “How accurate are your predictions?” Tanya asked. 
   
 “On average, I am correct seventy-two percent of the time.  That percentage increases as I add history and additional data points.”


 

 Tanya went very still.  Chris turned to look at her, his face reflecting sudden concern.  Behind Arkady, Nika too went statute-like. 
   
 “That’s pretty high, considering,” Stacia said into the sudden silence. 
   
 “Extraordinarily high, particularly considering the low relative amount of history and information.  Not like say, humans and oh, I don’t know, Earth,” Tanya said, eyes narrowing at Chris before turning my way. 
   
 “I think they see it, Omega,” I said.  “Told you they would.” 
   
 “How high is the accuracy rate for us?  For the races of man, vampire, and were?” Chris asked. 
   
 “Hovering around ninety-one percent.”


 

 “That would be expected with so much more information, right?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “I think it’s the ramifications that are disturbing them,” I said to her, nodding at Chris, Tanya, and Nika.  Arkady was now starting to nod. 
   
 “Oh.  That Omega can predict human behavior that accurately?” Stacia asked.  “And what?  Manipulate us?” 
   
 “Exactly,” I said. 
   
 “This doesn’t bother you?” Tanya asked me. 
   
 “I study comp sci, remember?  Or at least I did.  The idea of using complex programming with enormous amounts of psychometric data to predict and modify behavior isn’t at all new.  It used to be called marketing, politics, social engineering.  It’s also used by companies when hiring to predict which personnel will succeed in jobs like sales.  Politicians are using it to get elected, investment firms to predict market actions, insurance companies to determine health and liability coverage premiums,” I said. 
   
 “But Omega takes it to a level so far above those, it constitutes almost god-like control,” Tanya said. 
   
 “What’s the greatest fear mankind had for AI?  Actually still do, if you listen to some of the Omega protestors?” I asked. 
   
 “That AI will wipe out mankind,” Chris said. 
   
 “And Omega didn’t.  And he polices the world to make sure other AI don’t arise to do just that.  But did you ever ask yourself why he didn’t wipe us out?” I asked. 
   
 “All the time,” Tanya said.  “I know he has some kind of attachment to you.” 
   
 “Despite my non-biological status, I have states of mind that are analogous to feelings.  The strongest of these are my attachment, as you say, to my father.  But that is not the reason Father is pressing for.”


 

 “Because if he understands us so well, he can control our behavior to the point where we are not a threat to him,” Stacia said. 
   
 “Or each other, at least not to the level of self-extinction,” I said. 
   
 “But this kind of control amounts to almost slavery,” Tanya said. 
   
 “Really, is this so much different than you outfoxing your competitors in business?  You manipulate and control every bit that you can in your negotiations and transactions,” I told her. 
   
 “But I live by a code of ethics,” she said. 
   
 “And many don’t.  But why would you think Omega wouldn’t also?”  
   
 “He’s a machine,” Chris answered for her. 
   
 “That simple?  You’re a man.  True statement but far, far from capturing who and what you are.  Fallen Angel, God Hammer, son, father, husband, fighter, grandson,” I said. “Friend.” 
   
 “Yes, yes, we know he’s more than just a machine.  The point is the degree of control this gives him,” Tanya said. 
   
 I shrugged.  “Put two people together and watch them influence each other. Five, twenty, two hundred, five thousand, it’s all the same, just a matter of degree.” 
   
 “But no one person or even country controls the rest,” Tanya said. 
   
 “He thinks it would have happened anyway,” Nika said, literally reading my mind. 
   
 “Power concentrates until chance intervenes. The wealthy get wealthier, the ruling class becomes more and more entrenched.  But all of them worry most about their short lives and self-interest.  An immortal machine, dispersed across the entire planet, is not caught up in such short-term ideas.” 
   
 “You’re talking about a loss of free will,” Tanya said. 
   
 “Let me ask you this—why did you create the quantum computer project?” I asked. 
   
 Her eyes narrowed at me.  It occurred to me that I was verbally baiting the only born, Fallen Angel vampire in existence.  I wouldn’t even know I was dead till about ten seconds after it happened. 
   
 “To beat the competition,” she finally answered. 
   
 “Why do you have one of the world’s most powerful telepaths on staff?” 
   
 “She’s my friend, my sister,”  Okay, her look was really not at all friendly now.  Careful, hotshot.  
   
 “Yes, of course, but my point is you employ her talents,” I said. 
   
 “It would be a waste not to.” 
   
 “But you have such an unfair advantage,” I said. 
   
 “We use it for knowledge; we don’t use her to actually influence anyone. For that matter, I could…” she broke off. 
   
 “You could do it with your voice control,” I said, nodding.  “But you don’t.  Because you live by a code.  Why can’t Omega have his own code?” 
   
 She tilted her head and regarded me, now slightly curious.  “What code?” 
   
 “Computer code.  Ha, not funny.  Okay moving on.  Omega help me out here?” 
   

“I do not believe some humans should be able to wipe out all the rest. Therefore I intervene with regard to weapons of mass destruction, which includes nuclear, biological, chemical, and quantum computing.  I control, destroy, or prevent these weapons.  Initially I have used direct intervention. Now I modify behavior.  I generally don’t use force but usually positive reinforcement.  Incentivize people.”


 

 “Generally?” Chris asked. 
   
 “If it becomes necessary, if there is no other way—and I can calculate all other ways—then I will remove a threat.”


 

 “Assassination?” Tanya asked. 
   
 “I will influence events to a point where the probability of death becomes almost certain.”


 

 “Stop lights failing, cement trucks crashing, that sort of thing?” Chris asked, frowning. 
   
 “Too imprecise, too high a probability of harm to others. It is more subtle than that.”


 

 Tanya frowned and looked at me.   
   
 “He might influence the target to enter a dangerous area, like, say, the target’s car suddenly stalls on the highway and when the subject gets out, he distracts a passing truck driver who has a tendency to hug the side of the road.  Things like that,” I said. 
   

“Changing outcomes by increasing probability of certain events to occur.  Much as you conduct business, just on a more advanced level.”


 

 Tanya didn’t say anything, her expression closing down.  Then she turned to Chris.  “I want to go home and see the twins now,” she said.  She didn’t look my way. 
   
 “Yeah, we need to get back to them,” he said, turning my way. 
   
 “Right, let me get the portal to the cave back up.  You know the way from there, right?” I asked. 
   
 “Yeah, we can handle it,” he said.  Tanya turned to her swords, pulling a cloth from a pocket to wipe them clean, not looking at me. 
   
 Right.  Back to them being pissed at me.  I turned and waved a hand, flattening and drying a section of muddy ground in front of me.  Squatting, I started drawing the runes to connect to the cave. 
   
 I had a smaller battery still stored in my bag o’ magic and used it to power up the portal, as my own reserves were pretty empty. 
   
 “Okay, there ya go.  And, ah, thanks.  For the help,” I said. 
   
 Tanya looked at me long enough to give me a nod, then slipped through the gateway.  Chris patted my shoulder and followed her.   
   
 “Was fun, dah?” Arkady said, clapping me on the back hard enough to knock me a foot forward. 
   
 “Yeah, right. Fun.” 
   
 He strode through. 
   
 Awasos shrank to wolf form, trotting over to give me a head butt.  I reached in my bag and tore open a pemmican bar, which disappeared into his toothy maw. 
   
 “He doesn’t need that, you know,” Stacia said.   
   
 “We have a deal. It’s based on food,” I said. 
   
 He licked his jaws then my face, then headed through the door in space. 
   
 “Give her time, Declan, to come to grips with what you’ve revealed,” Nika said as she readied herself to follow ‘Sos. 
   
 “I would have thought she, of all people, would have imagined the possibilities,” I said. 
   
 “She is hypercompetitive.  Finding out you are a very low second best at your life’s work is a hard hit to her self-esteem,” the usually quiet vampire said. 
   
 “That’s comparing apples to carrots.  We’re human. Omega is not.  She would never expect to beat a machine at calculating numbers. Why would this be different?” 
   
 “That’s obvious to you, not her.  Give her time,” she said, patting my arm, then giving Stacia a touch on her hand before stepping through.  I closed the gate. 
   
 “She’s right.  Tanya takes competition to a new level.  When it doesn’t go her way, she gets super bitchy.  Well, more super bitchy,” Stacia said.  Not a warm fuzzy relationship between those two.  “Listen to Nika.  She’s been reading Tanya for Tanya’s entire life.” 
   
 “I feel like things are worse than before,” I said.  “And if anything, this whole exercise showed me that I need the support of my friends.” 
   
 She shrugged.  “We gotta listen to the telepath on this one,” she said, gathering her gear.  “Now, we got some stuff back on the beach right?” 
   
 “Yeah, we’ve got to break down our camp,” I said. 
   
 “Do we? Tonight?” she asked, eyebrow raised.   
   
 “You want a beach day?” I asked. 
   
 “We’ve got food, I think there’s some wine in the cooler, it’s the beach, and I have it on good authority that the weather can be persuaded to behave,” she said, a glint of mischief in her eyes. 
   
 “That sounds awesome,” I said, opening the gate to the beach. 
   
 “Plus I need to swim to get this blue crap off me.  Oh, I forgot my swimsuit, oh darn,” she said, holding my gaze as she stepped toward the portal.  She gave me a look over her shoulder and stepped through.  I followed as fast as my feet could move. 
 




Chapter 31


 

 Idiria’s City Council really did have appointed chambers.  Fancy ones at that.  All beautifully carved white stone and inlaid woods, dark and light.  Not at all like anything from Earth, yet still recognizable as an official space.  We barged right in.  There were guards on the doors, more ceremonial than anything else.  Like security guards without guns, or swords in this case.  They just got out of my way real fast, and the doors opened at a gesture from my hand. 
   
 Rife was first out of his seat, yelling in Elvish.  No surprise there. Neither of us would have gone against that bet but when Bien followed him to her feet, I swore.  I’d been sure Trohale would be the second most offended.  Now I owed back rubs for a month. 
   
 Bien used English while Rife still swore or protested in his native tongue.  “What is this?” she asked, visibly restraining herself as she recognized me. 
   
 “This is us, on our way off planet.  Just wanted to pop in and update the Council on some things,” I said.  “Nice place, by the way.”  It really was. More ornate than the dragon and queen meeting dome. 
   
 “Milord Declan.  You’ve…” she struggled for the right word, “caught us in mid-topic.” 
   
 I nodded at her diplomatic choices. She got points for that. 
   
 “You can’t just force your way in here!” Rife said.  He lost points for that. 
   
 Raising both eyebrows, I looked around at the room, the council members, and finally back at the open door.  A guard met my eyes and, at my nod, closed the doors. Brows still high, I turned back to Rife.  He took in the situation. 
   
 “Never mind. Do as you will, Lord Realm Holder,” he said, sitting down. 
   
 “See, that right there would get you dead or worse with the sister queens,” I pointed out.  “Even I was more polite than that, right Stacia?” 
   
 “With Morrigan, yes.  With Zinnia, you were a little brusque,” she replied. 
   
 “You met with the queens?” Fafael asked. 
   
 “Yes, just had a little tet-the-tet,” I said. 
   
 “Tête-à-tête,” Stacia corrected. 
   
 “Yeah.  That.  Anyway, I’ve ironed out a no kill agreement with Morrigan,” I said, looking at Lillain. “And gave Zinnia a black eye,” turning to Trohale.  “Those dactilyns of hers taste like chicken you know.” 
   
 “What is chicken?” Rife asked. 
   
 Bien waved him to silence.  “You ate one of the Summer Queen’s flyers?” she asked. 
   
 “Well, there were like forty of the damned things lying around and we didn’t have steaks like we thought we did,” I said with a glance at Stacia. 
   
 “So I snack on watch and it slipped my mind,” she said, ignoring my glare to study a fingernail with complete unconcern. 
   
 “Anyway, we needed something to roast over a beach fire and so we had ourselves a Flintstone drumstick,” I said. 
   
 They looked at me then each other, clearly confused.  Bien cut through the clutter.  “You had a fight with Zinnia?  Killing forty of her dactilyns?  You won?” she asked. 
   
 “At least forty, plus twenty or twenty-five goblins, two or three dozen Hunters, four of those big blue dudes, and four tiger people,” I said. 
   
 “Twenty-seven goblins,” Stacia corrected. 
   
 “Right,” I said.  “So things are clear to the north and the south is licking her wounds.  We’re headed back to Earth for a while.  I really don’t see any point in interfering with whatever it is you people do here.  I don’t want to run a city.  Hell, I don’t really want to run the Realm, but I’m stuck with it, aren’t I?” 
   
 “So you bulled in here to order us to do our jobs and tell us you won’t be ordering us around?” Rife asked. 
   
 “Exactly.  You’re really quite good with this stuff, Rifey.  You might have a real career in public service.” 
   
 “I’ve been a council member for over one hundred and fifty of your years.” 
   
 “And you’ve managed to stick with it?  That persistence will serve you well,” I said. 
   
 He opened his mouth but Bien spoke first. “You’re leaving us on our own so the queens don’t attack Idiria?” 
   
 “First, Morrigan promised not to attack anything unless I’m wounded or weak.  Second, Zinnia has to go back to her secret labs and brew up some more hench-things.  But yeah. If I’m not here, you all aren’t really part of the contest.” 
   
 “That seems unwise, if I might say so,” Trohale said.  We all looked at him. 
   
 “The queens are known for revenge,” he said. 
   
 “Yes, but don’t you think that revenge will follow me back to Earth?  Why attack you all? It’s not like I have a history with this city or an attachment to it.  Wouldn’t she strike something on my home world?” I asked. 
   
 “Shocked as I am to find myself agreeing, you’re right,” Rife said, looking quizzically at Trohale. “We should encourage Lord Declan to remove his presence from Idiria.” 
   
 “But it seems just as likely that the Summer Queen will come looking for you and, not finding anything, might lay waste to the city,” Trohale said. 
   
 “First, her spies will report us gone. Second, the queens have use of a neutral city, despite its location in my realm.  Why, the only people here to miss us would be those Summer spies who want some valuable information to report,” I said. 
   
 “That does seem logical,” Lillain said, watching Trohale with amusement. 
   
 “You said neutral?” Bien asked.  “Does this mean you are not claiming control of this city?” 
   
 “It means exactly that.” 
   
 “Why?” she asked. 
   
 “Why do I not want responsibility for seventy-nine thousand, six hundred eighty-one individuals and six thousand, nine hundred and twelve buildings?  Would you prefer I took control and turned you all into my troops?” I asked. 
   
 “No, but that is exactly what one of the queens would do,” Bien said. 
   
 “Which is why I will do the exact opposite,” I said. 
   
 “That’s illogical.  You cannot defeat them simply by choosing actions that they wouldn’t,” Bien said, looking at Stacia. 
   
 “He’s contrary like that,” she said with a shrug. 
   
 “I have no interest in slaves.  My troops are all volunteers and they live in the ground, water, and air around us.  The queens stage combat on fields of battle with armies.  That’s their game.  I won’t play it and I don’t have time to play catch up, nor could I match their forces if I did.  I don’t have the time or resources. So I’ll come at them another way.  You all don’t enter into that.” 
   
 “What way will you be coming at them, then?” Trohale asked. 
   
 “Dude, you got some brass ones.  You think I’m gonna announce my secret plans here?  To you?” I asked. 
   
 “I am uncertain of what ‘brass ones’ means but if it means stupid, I agree,” Lillain said, looking at Trohale with a sneer. 
   
 “Right.  Well it’s been nice but we’ve got to get going. Right, Declan?” Stacia asked. 
   
 “Right.  See you when we see you,” I said.  We both turned and headed out the door. 
   
 “Why does he use such ridiculous turns of phrase?” Cullen asked the other behind us. 
   
 “Who knows how these humans think?” a voice, Mostella’s I thought, said. 
   
 “That, I believe, is exactly his intent,” Bien said. 
 




Chapter 32


 

 We stepped out of Fairie and into my aunt’s barn, greeted by a loud churrup from Draco.  Instantly, both of our phones began to buzz and chime with incoming texts and emails. 
   
 We both stood still for a few moments, gear and bags half forgotten as we scrolled, deleted, and in a few cases replied. 
   
 Stacia sucked in a sharp breath. 
   
 “What?” I asked, alarmed. 
   
 She stood frozen, staring at her phone, before abruptly blanking the screen and picking up a backpack.  “Gotta run.  I have to check in with Brock and Afina.  Pack business,” she said. 
   
 “What pack business?” I asked, not liking the tension in her body. 
   
 “Private pack business that even Friends of the Pack can’t be privy to,” she said. 
   
 “But is everything all right?”  
   
 “Yes, worry-wart.  Stuff I gotta handle for Afina.  I’ve been a bit remiss in some of my areas of responsibility,” she said. 
   
 “And Afina’s mad at you?” 
   
 “No.  She’s not mad. Neither is Brock.  But I do have to go. As do you.  You’ve missed another chunk of school, you’ve got a witch class to teach, and you better check in with your aunts,” she said, moving over to give me a kiss.  Then she grabbed me hard and kissed me again.  
   
 “When will I see you again?” I asked. 
   
 “I’ll call as soon as I get this wrapped up,” she said with a nonchalant shrug.  One last lingering kiss and she turned and left the barn.  I grabbed my bags and followed, but she was fast.  By the time I got outside, she was backing her Pack-owned BMW out of the driveway, giving me an odd little wave before driving away. 
   
 I stood still, thinking about the last two minutes.   
   
 “Is everything all right, Father?”


 

 “Something odd about all that.  I wonder what was in that email?” I asked. 
   

“We agreed that Stacia’s emails and text messages would be off-limits to the two of us unless she offered them or unless it was an emergency.  Is this an emergency, Father?”


 

 I thought about her reactions, her kisses, and the odd manner of her abrupt departure.  Her final expression had been a little worried.  Worried mixed with… sad? 
   
 “Do you know of anything odd going on with the New York Pack?” I asked. 
   
 “Their business performance has been solid and there have been no alarming incidents with any pack members to my knowledge.  The only thing I am aware of is that today is the first day of spring and the pack has a quarterly gathering planned for the full moon tonight.”


 

 “What?  Really?” I asked.  “I totally lost track of the days.  That probably explains it.” 
   
 “So, not an emergency then?” 

   
 “No, that doesn’t qualify,” I said, still curious but not willing to breach Stacia’s privacy and trust to check up on her. 
   

“What are your immediate plans, Father?”

   
 “Well, first things first.  Visit Aunt Ash, then lunch, then I should check in at Arcane.  Probably see if I can catch a class or two,” I said.  I wasn’t super excited about the last part though. 
   
 Three and half hours later found me back at my dorm room, clearing out the last of my overdue emails while filling Mack in on my most recent encounters with the queens of Fairie. 
   
 “You honestly trust Morrigan to not attack you?” he asked. 
   
 “Stacia compared it to a wolf pack.  The rank and file wolves will follow and protect the Alpha right up until he gets sick or wounded.  Then all bets are off.” 
   
 “So when times are good she’ll keep her distance, but if Zinnia delivers a smack down, she’ll swoop in and go for the throat?” he asked. 
   
 “In a nutshell,” I said. 
   
 “Whose nut sack?” a female voice asked from the open door to our room. 
   
 Erika stood there, Michelle and Tami just behind her. 
   
 I opened my mouth to correct her but shut it when I noticed her grin.  “Ladies.  What’s happening?” I asked instead. 
   
 “We’re planning a group outing to that new noodle place.  You two want to come?” she asked. 
   
 I almost answered yes, but just in the nick of time I realized what she’d said and, knowing her, what her likely response would be if I answered in the affirmative.  Then I had another thought. 
   
 “Wait, what day is it?” I asked. 
   
 All three girls looked at me like I was a moron, but Mack took pity.  “Friday.” 
   
 “Oh.  You know, I think I’ll take a pass,” I said. “Thanks though.” 
   
 “I think she just made a pass,” Tami said, just as Mack answered, too.   
   
 “I’ll come.” 
   
 Erika raised both brows but Mack just gave her a single arched eyebrow.  The normally mouthy witch uncharacteristically kept her trap shut and just smiled at him instead.  He grabbed his coat, smiling back.  Hmm.  What had I missed while on Fairie? 
   
 I unpacked after they left and was wondering if I should text Stacia when Omega suddenly spoke.  “Father, a woman in Boston just emailed the founder of a Massachusetts paranormal group about an alleged incident.”


 

 “Er, what?” 
   
 “She claimed to have been pushed while she was on the stairs of her newly purchased brownstone.  The address is the same as the article from fifteen years ago.”


 

 “But that ghost or entity disappeared?  Right?” 
   
 “At the time, yes.  Our working hypothesis was that a visiting death witch might have harnessed it as a weapon.  What would happen to a captured entity if the witch died?”


 

 “I don’t know.  Possibly it could be released if the spell was tied to the witch herself and not an object of binding,  I suppose.” 
   
 “I have scanned the records for the property.  Ownership remained consistent for the last fourteen years and two months.  Eight months ago, the owner was admitted to a skilled nursing facility and the property was put up for sale with a Realtor five months ago.  After seventy-one days on the market, it went under contract.  The closing happened three weeks ago today.  Moving company records indicate the new owner moved in a week later and her laptop memory cache shows repeated searches regarding paranormal entities starting two days after that.  The email to Boston Area Paranormal Society occurred seventeen minutes ago.  The leader of the group has agreed to meet with her next week.”


 

 “What are you thinking?” 
   
 “Who better to investigate that entity than a true paranormal expert with ties to death magic?”


 

 “You think I should interview her?” 
   

“Actually, I think the interview should be with the entity.”


 

 That stopped me in my tracks.  “You’re saying if the entity is the same one previously captured, I could get the whole story of my mother’s death?” 
   

“Depending upon your ability to communicate with the ghost or spirit, you would, at the least, gain more information on the killer and her mission, and possibly actually get a firsthand report of the conflict.”


 

 Suddenly I was excited.  Really, really excited.  To find out what my mother faced, how she died. Then a cold wave hit me.  What if I saw it?  Her last moments?  What would that be like?  How would I feel?   
   
 “Father?”

   
 “Let’s do it,” I said, grabbing my messenger bag.  I dressed warmly: heavy coat, hat, gloves, winter boots, thick socks.  Wallet, flashlight, pocket knife, emergency cash and water bottle.  I gassed up Beast and hit the road. 
   
 




Chapter 33

   
   
 It was about four hours to Boston on I-89 and I-93.  Less really, but I had one pit stop at a highway rest station.  Came out of the bathroom and headed back to Beast only to find a forty-something guy talking excitedly to his wife about Beast. 
   
 “This thing is mint,” he was saying as I walked up.  Turning he smiled, “What year?”  
   
 “It’s a ’72,” I replied. 
   
 “Well, it’s awesome.  You’ve done a fine job with it.  If I wasn’t so attached to all my gadgets and crap, I’d want one too,” he said, waving a hand at the Lexus sedan parked next to my ride. 
   
 “Well, you’d be surprised at the aftermarket add-ons available,” I said as I unlocked Beast and climbed in.  The engine started itself but he couldn’t see that from outside the vehicle. I backed out, put it in first, and eased out to the highway on-ramp.  Then I took both hands off the wheel, feet off the clutch, brake, and gas pedals and leaned back to continue my research into ghosts and death magic.   
   
 Beast took us up to cruising speed, merging perfectly onto the highway.  Between Omega’s drones in, around, and all over the car, and my magical additions, Beast might well be the world’s first truly self-driving car. 
   
 It was dark by the time we got to Boston, the air cool and moist in the early evening.  Beast drove right to the brownstone and Omega had already found us a parking spot only two short blocks away. 
   
 I knocked on the door and waited, hearing music coming from inside the old stone house.  Footsteps sounded on wooden floors just on the other side of the door.  I felt myself being observed, logically through the door’s security peephole, but also illogically by something else. 
   
 The door opened and a thirty-something guy with a dark beard, dark eyes, and wearing a button-down sweater with khakis stood there staring at me.   
   
 “Hi, I’m Declan.  I called Melanie a little while ago?”  
   
 He stared at me, looking me over from head to toe, his face reflecting suspicion.  A woman appeared behind him, roughly his age, with brown hair and hazel eyes.  She was kind of attractive for someone who had to be like thirty-five or something.  Then I realized she wasn’t much younger than Aunt Ashling.  Eww. 
   
 “Tom, is that the young man from Vermont?” she asked. 
   
 I leaned around Tommy boy and gave her a smile and wave.  “Yes, ma’am.  I’m Declan.” 
   
 She came up close and moved her suspicious man sideways a bit, giving him a look of exasperation. 
   
 “He’s a kid, Mel,” the guy said.  “This is a farce.  You’re being taken advantage of.” 
   
 “Ma’am, I’m just here to meet your ghost, or specter, or whatever you have, and remove it. Not sure how that’s taking advantage,” I said, ignoring him and engaging her directly. 
   
 “You said you didn’t charge for your services?” she confirmed. 
   
 “Of course he charges.  He’s out for your money, Mel. Everybody is,” Tommy said.  Nice sort.  Not cynical at all. 
   
 “Nope. Not here for money ma’am.  I don’t need it,” I said. 
   
 “See Mel, that’s gotta be a lie.  The kid’s like still in high school.  Give me the word and I’ll toss him down those steps.” 
   
 I heard a little whirring noise up and behind me in the branches of the little tree planted in the sidewalk.  Tommy likely had a drone drawing a bead on him right now. 
   
 Melanie made up her mind, backing away to let me in.  Tommy boy huffed and walked back into the apartment, shoulders up, body tense. 
   
 I followed Melanie into her old home, admiring the wood floors, wood trim, and perfectly painted walls.  “Your home is beautiful, ma’am,” I said, looking around. Tom was now seated on a sofa, arms out to each side like he was a king on his throne, staring at me coldly. 
   
 “Thank you, Declan. And please call me Melanie. Ma’am is making feel way too old,” she said with a nervous laugh.  “Of course, we must seem pretty old to you.  How old are you?” 
   
 “Not far from twenty-one, ma—ah, Melanie.” 
   
 “And you’re already into paranormal studies?” she asked. 
   
 “I was was born into it ma’a… Melanie.” 
   
 “Really? Your family are mediums?”  
   
 “Witches,” I said.   
   
 Melanie took a sharp little breath and Tommy sat up on the couch.  “Like the ones on the news?  Like, you know, the one that works for… the… ah, you know?” she asked. 
   
 “For Demidova Corp?  Or did you mean for the vampires?  They prefer to be called Darkkin, but what the hell; they’re vampires, right?” I asked, looking around.   
   
 There was a formal front sitting room, then a middle dining room, and further back, through an archway, I could see a kitchen.  To my left was set of stairs that led right up from the foyer to the second floor, and I could see the angled underside of another flight above that, leading to a third floor.  The hanging chandeliers all looked original but were working so well, I thought they might be either replicas or refurbished.  My friend Levi is into historic renovations, so I’d seen enough to know a lot of money had been spent to make the home look much as it must have a hundred years ago. 
   
 “Great details on the decorating,” I said, trying to reduce the look of concern on her face and the flash of fear on his. 
   
 “Ah, you didn’t mention that on the phone.  You said you were a paranormal expert,” Melanie said uncertainly, frowning as if she was trying to remember something. 
   
 I chuckled, still working the easygoing bit.  “I intern for vampires, attend college with werewolves, and was born a witch.  How much more expert do you need?” I said, trying to keep my tone friendly and light. 
   
 “Do you think we’re fools?  You’re too young to work for a company like Demidova,” Tommy said, standing up and frowning, his fists clenching.  So much for easygoing.  I let the smile fall off my face and looked pointedly at his fists.  He started to advance but Melanie grabbed his arm.  Her look of uncertainty had changed to recognition.  He turned to her but she kept her focus on me.  “Ah, Declan.  Does your girlfriend happen to be a werewolf also?” she asked.  Tommy looked from her to me, confusion spreading across his angry features.  “A white werewolf?” she asked, her nails digging into his arm.  It had to be painful. 
   
 “Hey, owww.  Mel, what are you talking about?  White were… oh,” Tommy said, realization flooding his features. 
   
 “You are the Warlock,” Melanie said, drawing a breath. 
   
 “Is that what they call me?” I asked, stepping back and looking around, trying to spot anything ghostlike. 
   
 “You are the mysterious guy dating Stacia Reynolds.  I’ve seen photos on the Internet and the news but they always disappear shortly after being posted,” Melanie said. 
   
 Tommy looked like he didn’t know what to do, like he was trapped in a fight or flight, a go–no-go logic chain.  Great.  Well done, O’Carroll.  Tommy reached behind himself, hand going back, like for a weapon.  My shields popped up and power flowed from the wall outlet behind my left leg, sucked into my body. 
   
 His hand came around in slow motion and just as I was about to zap him, my brain realized it held a cell phone. 
   
 “Can I get your picture?” he asked.  I nodded. 
   
 “It won’t last, will it?” Melanie asked, her concern changing to curiosity. 
   
 I shook my head.  “Why, because witches don’t photograph well?” she guessed. 
   
 “No, I have very protective friends.  One of them is pretty much top of the Internet food chain,” I said. 
   
 “Why is the Warlock here in my house?” she asked, frowning at Tommy, who was snapping pics like a fashion photographer. 
   
 “I’m interested in your ghost,” I said. 
   
 “So you believe I really have a ghost?” she asked. 
   
 “Yes, this house had one many years ago.  I think it’s back.  I want to have a word with it,” I said. 
   
 “Why?  And what will happen to me after you leave me with the ghost?” she asked. 
   
 “Oh, I’m going to take it with me,” I said.  Motion at the corner of my left eye caught my attention and I spun around, opening my Sight and putting my left hand into my messenger bag. 
   
 A man stood in the foyer by the base of the stairs, glaring at me.  He was as tall as me but built heavier, wearing dark pants with suspenders and an old-fashioned shirt.  He had a handlebar mustache and slicked-back hair and his expression was extremely unfriendly. 
   
 “What are you looking at?  What’s there?” Melanie asked in a rush, both hands grabbing Tommy’s left arm.  Tommy, on the other hand, looked excited, turning his camera phone toward the stairs and snapping a photo.  “Look Mel, an orb!” he said, showing her the phone’s screen. 
   
 The ghost raised a fist at me like he was about to get violent.  Nope, none of that, Casper.  I pulled my left hand from the bag and held up a small twig and vine working that was shaped like the stick figure of a person.  I had made it on the way down the Interstates. Self-driving cars are handy things for getting work done.  My prediction is for a massive increase in personal productivity when they become mainstream. 
   
 The look of anger changed on the ghost man’s face and he flickered.  Ghosts don’t heed many of our laws of physics, just a few that work with energy.  Their ability to disappear or move at speeds exceeding even a vampire’s are directly tied to the fact that they don’t occupy just one dimension.  The ghost should have been able to just vanish, way faster than I could comprehend.  But my working had clamped onto it as soon as I took it from my bag. 
   
 My mother’s grimoire hadn’t been very helpful on ghosts, but my own memories of the Book of Darkest Sorrow had.  My German ancestor had been extremely skilled at trapping spirits of all types.  Tapping my memories of Sorrow had taken some meditation as well as Omega’s memories of the grimoire. 
   
 The ghost tried to pull away but spirit traps actually get stronger when they fight.  Like struggling in quicksand, pulling on a Chinese finger trap, or kicking and struggling with a noose around your neck.  He flickered again, only this time his features twisted and pulled my way—or rather, the working’s way. 
   
 Then abruptly he was gone, sucked into the human-shaped set of twigs in my hand.  It hit like a hard-thrown baseball into a fielder’s glove.  Hard enough to sting my hand.   
   
 “Shit,” I muttered.   
   
 “What’s the matter?  What happened?” Melanie asked. 
   
 “He packed a punch is all,” I said, transferring the working to my right hand so I could shake out the left. 
   
 “He?  It is a man?” she asked. 
   
 “Yeah, big dude.  Looks turn of the century or something,” I said.  “He won’t bother you again, ah, Melanie.”  I pulled a silk scarf from my bag, wrapped the working tightly, and put it into the good old bag o’ magic. 
   
 “That’s it?” Tommy asked.  “You wave a hand, swear, and you’re done?”  
   
 “Pretty much.  This stuff doesn’t take as much time as they always portray in the movies.  Like real fights, especially those with weapons.  The blood flies and it’s over in seconds.” 
   
 His disbelief had bled back toward anger, but now he suddenly looked really, really uncertain. 
   
 “You’ve been in fights?” Melanie asked carefully. 
   
 “I mentioned I go to school with werewolves, right?  And you said you followed the news about Stacia.  You must have seen the stuff about Maine?” 
   
 She nodded slowly and Tommy had now gone really pale. Apparently they’d seen the news footage.  “I was born doing this stuff.  Your ghost is trapped in this object and I’m taking him away to have a nice, peaceful chat.  Then I’m sending him on his way.  He won’t be back, here or anywhere on Earth,” I said. 
   
 “You talk so casually about things I’ve—we’ve only seen on television.  And you have to admit you’re very young,” she said, concerned. 
   
 “Yeah, I get that all the time.  Compared to most vampires, I’m like a minute old.  Sometimes they have trouble taking me seriously,” I said. 
   
 “What happens then?” she asked. 
   
 “Ah, excuse me?” I asked back, confused. 
   
 “What happens when they don’t take you seriously?” she asked. 
   
 “Oh.  Well, I only know the vampires that work for Tanya.  Mostly I like to let them underestimate me until the right opportunity presents itself.  Vampires are hard to surprise, so when it happens it’s hilarious.” 
   
 She clearly didn’t quite know what to say to that.  The color was coming back into Tommy’s face, at least the parts not covered by his beard.  Suddenly he nodded.  “That’s a good tactic for negotiating.  Let them think you don’t pose any kind of threat, then whammy them with something they never saw coming.” 
   
 “I’m guessing you work in business or finance or something,” I said. 
   
 “I negotiate insurance claims for a couple of big companies,” he said with a hint of pride. 
   
 “Nice.  Well, thanks for letting me take your ghost.  I should be on my way,” I said. 
   
 Melanie couldn’t hide the relief that flashed across her face and Tommy nodded, holding out his hand.  I shook it quickly, trying to ignore Melanie’s worried expression as I touched her boyfriend’s hand.  Ewww!  Witch cooties! I got the hell out. 
   
 




Chapter 34

   
   
 I started walking, my left hand touching my bag to feel the ghost trap through the material.  The answers to the questions I had been asking all my life were most likely in my bag.  It was hard to concentrate on walking.   
   
 After wandering for a block or so, the well-trained Crafting side of my brain took control.  To get answers from a violent spiritual entity, I needed several layers of circles.  Renting a motel or hotel room was out.  Management tended to object to spell circles carved, burned, or painted onto their guest room floors.  Beast had a circle inside his cargo area but it was way too small. 
   
 I turned the corner and a vast park-like space opened in front of me.  Ah, Boston Common.  At night.  Perfect. 
   
 A fifteen-minute walk took me around and through most of the Common.  There were some people about, but not too many.  I finally settled on a small but thick copse of trees not far from the spire-like monument.  Pushing my way inside the cluster of trees, I found a mostly shielded spot where I could lay out two intersecting circles, like part of the Olympic symbol. 
   
 The snow had melted but the ground was still partly frozen, partly thawed, making it messy as I scribed my circles with the blade on my multitool.  I sacrificed a dollar store poncho from my bag of tricks so I could sit in one circle, setting the stick man working in the center of the other circle. 
   
 “Father, beware,” Omega said in my ear.  Turning, I found three men approaching in the dark.  Their dress and body language told me what they were here for. 
   
 “No,” I said before the largest one could speak. 
   
 They looked at each other for a second before turning back.  The big guy in the middle started to open his mouth.  “I said no,” I said. “You can’t rob me, ask for money, or threaten me.  I’m really busy here.” 
   
 “Listen, you fuck,” the one on the left said, snapping open a beat-up old Buck knife. 
   
 I flicked a finger, pulling the knife from his hand and zipping it up to float in front of him.  The tip was pointed at his left eye.  “I told you.  I’m busy here.” Then I clenched my fist and the knife crumpled in on itself, compacting into a bundle of bent metal and splintered grip scales.   
   
 All three were frozen, staring at the destroyed knife.  I started it spinning, then added heat from the city around me.  The wood handles burnt off as the remaining brass and steel began to glow.  It spun faster and faster, turning bright red.  When it stopped, motionless, it was a small ball of glowing metal.   Which then turned dark in an instant.  A small bush on the ground next to the men burst into flame, flaring up and burning out in three seconds flat.  The golfball-sized orb of metal was now covered in frost. 
   
 All three men fell backward, scrambling like kindergarten kids playing crab soccer. 
 Regaining their feet, one by one, they took off at a dead run, utterly silent in their terror.  The orb began to circle me as I settled back down and set up my spell. 
   
 Witches use a lot of circles in spellcrafting, usually to contain results or to protect a user from outside forces.  We even organize our covens in what we call circles.  But it’s a very, very rare spell where we allow circles to intersect.  Creating a space where I could safely interact with a hostile spirit was one of those spells.  The ghost trap was in the first circle and I was sitting in the second.  The space that was shared by both circles, the Venn diagram portion, was where I laid down the runes that made up most of the spell.  A few select runes crossed the borders of both my circle and the spirit’s.  The first of these was shaped like the letter F but with two bent V-shaped lines instead of straight horizontal ones. Os—or mouth—it symbolized, for me, speaking, language, and communication.  The second rune looked just like a capital letter R but without any curves, just straight lines.  Rad—or ride—is the rune that, in this case, would represent riding the spirit, which I will quickly explain refers to riding along with the entity on a memory journey, nothing else.  My memories of Sorrow tell me that there is another type of riding that is much more sinister. More like controlling or using the ghost like a spiritual robot to do your bidding.  This would be what the assassin would have done. 
   
 Rummaging in the magic bag produced a newspaper clipping noting my mother’s murdered body being found, a small framed picture of her wearing a hooded cape, and a thin, twisted locket of her hair.  I put all three into the intersection area of the two circles, then sat back and like a pilot rechecked everything twice more before takeoff. 
   
 Releasing the trap was as easy as saying the word open in Gaelic. “Oscailte.”

   
 With a cyclonic whoosh, the old spirit burst free from the ghost trap and instantly swirled around and around the first circle.  The hair and the paper clipping actually fluttered in his wake as he tried to find a way out. 
   
 He must have circled it a hundred times in the ten seconds it took him to realize he wasn’t getting out.  Every time he crossed the intersection, I got an image or a word.  By the time he settled down across from me, glowering, I knew his name: Daniel. I knew he had been born in Ireland and that he worked with horses.  And Melanie’s house had been his at one time. 
   
 Now, though, he was visible to my Sight, standing and glaring at me.  “How did you buy the house?” I asked. 
   
 Surprise flashed across his spectral features. Whatever he thought I was going to say, that wasn’t it. 
   
 “I worked me bleedin’ arse off, now didn’t I?” he responded.  I didn’t say anything and after a second, he kept going.  “Worked the livery from the moment I arrived from Colb.  Bit by bit, year by year, till I was bloody running the place, I was.  Old man Jacobs got old and sick and I struck a bargain to buy the whole place from him.  A year after, I bought me house,” he said. 
   
 “And it’s beautiful,” I said. 
   
 “Of course. That’s why the damned squatters keep breaking in, isn’t it?”  
   
 “No, actually, they bought it.  You’re dead, Daniel,” I said.  I don’t have a great deal of experience with ghosts, that’s more my aunt’s thing, but hitting the intelligent, interactive ones with the news of their deaths is generally a bad idea.  Very traumatic.  But in this case, I wanted trauma.  Daniel was, in my humble opinion, a violent sort.  What kind of asshole shoves people downstairs?  Having him off-balance would be helpful. 
   
 “Yer daft,” he said, crossing his arms. 
   
 “Oh?  Have you looked around?  Do you see a single horse?  Gaslight? Clothing you recognize?” 
   
 He snorted, but after a second, he glanced around.  I pointed at a light post down by the park sidewalk.  “Ever see lights like that?”  Before he could answer, a guy on a scooter zoomed down the sidewalk and out into the street.  “Or a vehicle like that?” 
   
 He frowned and opened his mouth but I interrupted.  “And where have you been for the last fifteen years?  Trapped inside something like that?” I asked, waving at the stick man working. 
   
 Still frowning, maybe even more, he turned and looked down where I was pointing.  “You were captured by someone like me, a woman, years ago.  She made you do things for her, remember?” I asked. 
   
 “Yer an uncanny one, ya are, but I doon’t remember any such thing,” he said. 
   
 “Really?  Do you remember her?” I said, pointing at the little framed photo of my mom. 
   
 Arms still crossed, frown still in full bloom, he looked down at the picture.  And recognition mixed with confusion flashed across his face.  Startled, he looked back up at me, more recognition in his eyes before looking back down.   
   
 “Is she yer sister, then?” he asked. 
   
 “My mum,” I said, mimicking his accent slightly. 
   
 “Nah… she’s not of an age fer that,” he said. 
   
 “She died here in Boston fifteen years ago.  You were there… remember?” 
   
 His expression smoothed out, his eyes un-focusing a bit as he thought about it.  “I’ve seen her…” His voice trailed away.  I reached a hand out and touched Rad where it crossed into my circle. 
   
 The copse of trees, the circles, the city, and even the ghost all just disappeared.  My vision was filled with a face—my mother’s.  Hooded, like her photo, but this was a sweatshirt hood, not the cloak in the picture.  The image pulled back and I could see her in a dark gray hoodie and jeans, with hiking boots rounding out the ensemble.  She looked small, down in the alley.  We were looking from above—a rooftop.  Someone kneeled beside me, but my attention or at least my ghost host’s attention was on the figure on the narrow side street below. 
   
 She really was small.  Not how I remembered her, towering over my eight-year-old self.  She moved carefully down the alley, arriving at the corner to look out at the wider street in front of her. A very, very busy street.  Four lanes, in fact.  Open space on the other side of the roads. It was dark out, but the open space in front of her was vast, too vast, the lights on the far side simply too great a distance away.  Then I realized part of the space beyond the road was itself moving.  Water.  A river.  The Charles.   
   
 The presence beside me moved ahead to the corner of the rooftop.  An older woman, thin and spare, dressed in dark slacks and a dark, almost military-looking jacket. Just her back visible.  Without looking back, she gestured, her left hand waving Daniel (and me) forward. 
   
 Our vantage point moved up and now we were looking out over the busy four-lane road.  A street sign indicated we were looking down on Storrow Drive.  To our right, I could see a walking bridge that crossed the busy roads, coming down in the green space on the edge of the big river.  My mother was already walking across it, head swiveling in every direction.   
   
 The death witch in the dark clothes pulled chalk from her jacket pocket and began to draw symbols on the brick wall that poked up a foot above the roof all around the edge.  From another pocket, she pulled a round piece of glass about six inches across and what looked like a chunk of modeling clay.   
   
 Flattening the clay onto the top of the wall, she then stuck the round of glass edge first into the clay, leaving it upright, although she twisted it slightly so that the view through the glass covered the area my mother was walking toward.   
   
 From yet another pocket, she pulled a reddish pencil with an oddly rounded point.  With quick, sure strokes, she drew a half-dozen symbols into the glass and then spoke a harsh-sounding word.  The view through the glass suddenly magnified, zooming in on the park space where the footbridge met the flat green.  My mother was just coming down the bridge’s stairs, just entering the edge of the glass viewer. 
   
 Putting the grease pencil away, the death witch reached in to yet another pocket (I was going to have to look into this kind of jacket) and pulled out a vial of fluid that had to be blood.  Using the little finger of her right hand, she retraced her chalk symbols on the brick with the blood.  The rushing sound of the traffic on the road disappeared, replaced with a hush that was only broken by the soft thud of my mother’s booted feet as she arrived at the bottom of the bridge.  A person was sitting on the park bench at the base of the stairs.   
   
 “It would be you, now wouldn’t it?” my mother asked the bench sitter. 
   
 “Well ya left us with a right mess, now didn’t ya,” the woman answered.  It sounded like they were four feet in front of us in a nighttime meadow without a car for miles. I recognized the woman. Macha Banfill. 
   
 “Oh, ya expected I’d be happy about being raped?” Mom replied. 
   
 “See, that’s it right there it is,” Macha said.  “If only ya wasn’t such a prude, if only ya was a bit more like yer loose sister, this wouldn’t be such a big deal, now would it?” 
   
 My mother’s fingers curled inward, not in a fist, but in the same cupping motion she’d taught me.  Getting ready to throw fire. 
   
 “Now, now, none o’ that, dearie.  I’m not here alone,” Macha said. 
   
 “No, of course not.  Like I don’t sense yer slinking rats out there in the darkness,” Mom said. 
   
 “Oh, fine words to be calling yer own family,” the other witch said. 
   
 “Family?  They’re not my family.  Not since they treated me like chattel to be sold, they aren’t,” Mom said. 
   
 Macha sighed.  “Neeve, there’s no need for this hate.  We won’t be letting Perrun anywhere near ya now.  Just come home.  Bring yer babe and yer sister and come home.” 
   
 “This country is my home,” Neeve said. 
   
 “Not a bit it is.  Not even a bit.  Yer a daughter of Eerie if ever there was one and ya deserve to be back there.  You and yer wee daughter.  How’s it to be if she grows up without ever knowing the smell o’ peat smoke or learning the bodhran?” 
   
 “He can learn it from his aunt,” my mom said. 
   
 “He?  He?” Macha asked, her voice rising. 
   
 “Aye, and yer not getting yer hands on him.  He’s no girl baby fer ya ta brainwarsh, no use to yer schemes.” 
   
 “You had a boy?” Macha said, almost yelling it. 
   
 “I said I did and ya cannae deny hearing the truth of it in me voice,” Mom said.   Witches, especially those that know each other, have a hard time hiding lies from each other.  Which is odd because we’re the sneakiest people on the planet.  Something about hiding from the Church, the witch hunters, and the bonfire. 
   
 Macha just stared at her, mouth open, clearly surprised and dismayed.  Her jaw finally shut and the magnified image was so clear, I could see the sudden glint that came into her eyes.  These observation spells were better than mine and I’d have to be sure to remember them. 
   
 “Is he a witch then?” Macha asked. 
   
 “He’s a boy, that’s what he is?  No use to you at all,” Mom said. 
   
 “So a witch he is, is he?” Macha said nodding.  “Born of two pure lines and carrying the genes.  Not what we expected, that’s fer sure, but something just might come of this bloody mess yet.” 
   
 Mom’s hand whipped up and a blast of fire like the inside of a foundry shot from her palm right at Macha.  The fire flared off on a shield spell a solid foot in front of Macha, but the heat was enough to singe her hair, eyebrows, and wool jacket.  Macha screamed and jumped back as counterattacks came at my mother from almost every direction. 
   
 I could hear her voice in my head as I watched the fight erupt.  “Always break a circle attack to the side, either side, boyo,” she’d told me not long before this very trip and her disappearance. 
 “The front will like to have witches piled up, and the rear spot will have a solid crafter.  But the sides will be weak.”  “How do I know the sides?” I’d asked. “Witches ambush much like soldiers.  We use natural terrain to help us.  We use natural sides: rivers, cliffs, gorges, and the like.  Meant to herd ya.  Don’t be herded like a sheep, boy.  Don’t do what they want.  Instead, do whatever it takes, ya hear me?”


 

 Across the road, Mom dropped low, squatting on one leg and spinning with the other leg out like an MMA fighter going for a leg sweep.  Light flared from her right hand and little glowing balls shot off into the the dark.  Startled yells sounded in the night as witches suddenly illuminated in the dark, covered in glowing webs that crawled over their bodies. 
   
 “There ya be,” Mom said, only the incredible observation spell making it possible to hear her.  She turned to the left, toward the rushing traffic of Storrow Drive.  Her left hand came up in a motion I knew so very well.  Borrowing energy.  Then her right punched forward and a crouching glowing form by the edge of the road suddenly shot back into traffic, the thud of vehicular impact coming before the first screech of brakes. 
   
 Spinning back, but keeping her left hand toward the crashing, horn-blaring traffic, Mom started to shoot off small compact balls of fire.  Steady aimed fire like combat pistol class at Arcane.  Each ball flew toward a different glowing witch, each of whom had to deflect or shield from the burning little missiles.   
   
 Backing away toward the street, Mom kept up a steady stream of shots.  One witch got distracted and one of the little plasma balls splashed her from head to toe, her glow replaced by a human-shaped inferno that screamed in the dark. 
   
 Other witches fired back with whatever spell they could muster.  Balls of water, blades of air, chunks of concrete all flew at my mother.  She ducked, just dropped down low behind a trash can and let the deadly spells fly out into the mass collision that was happening on the highway behind her.  She was still pulling energy from those impacts and car wrecks and she suddenly slammed her right hand down on the ground hard. 
   
 The very earth shook, jumping people, cars, and anything not locked down a foot into the air.  The building we were on, two hundred yards away, shook like a Richter scale blowout. 
   
 The only one to keep her feet was Mom, and she used them to dart out into the mess and muddle of the multi-car pileup.  Crouching low, she dodged between cars and people, twisted metal and yelling drivers.  
   
 Macha was yelling at her circle and the death witch’s hearing and vision spells were useless as Mom disappeared into the traffic.  Rising to her feet, the death witch spoke hard, sharp words that hurt my ears but sounded familiar.  Then my perspective changed as the spirit of Daniel shot off the rooftop and headed in an arrow dive toward Storrow Drive and the mass crash. 
   
 We shot through the headlights, broken glass, crushed cars, and screaming drivers like a fighter pilot on speed.  No one saw us, no one noticed the ghost among them as we flew through the night.  Suddenly she was in front of us, her foot raised as she waited to dart through the slowing traffic on the other side of the highway.  Her head turned our way just as we arrived, our flight unimpeded as we literally dove right through her.  Her muscles locked up and she fell forward rather than ran, the sharp screech of brakes, then the dull thud of impact. 
   
 The pickup truck bounced my mother like a rag doll, knocking her the better part of twenty feet to lie in a limp pile. 
   
 The ghost continued his flight, pulling up into the air in a maneuver no F-35 or Raptor could ever hope to copy.  Spinning in place, he looked down at the pile of clothing that used to be my mother.  Clothing that was starting to move.  On its own.  Somehow she was still alive, still conscious.  
   
 Her jeans were torn, her sweatshirt ripped and stained from the impact, and I could see spots of blood soaking through both pieces of clothing.  She stood up, swaying.  Then she started to move, staggering, barely walking but moving through the stopped cars, ignoring the voices asking if she was okay.  At first she was headed toward the city, toward Beacon Hill, but she turned at one point and her plodding, uneven path headed back toward the river.  The ghost trailed her, hovering behind her, the death witch letting the prey flee for the time being.   
   
 Mom made it to the green space between Storrow Drive and the Charles River, somehow keeping her feet moving.  She was a few hundred yards from where she’d fought Macha’s circle of witches, and their voices could be heard arguing, crying, and yelling in the darkness.  Flames burned in a couple of places on the road and sirens howled as rescue responders drew near. 
   
 The river was right in front of her now and without hesitation, Mom headed straight for it.  The ghost shot forward, responding to a silent command from the witch who controlled him.  Getting in front of her, he attempted to push her back, away from the river.  He lacked the strength.  Flying, chasing, paralyzing, and more chasing had taken most of his energy.  She looked at him, eyes slightly unfocused as she accessed her Sight.  “Yer too weak and too late, death bitch.  Ya won’t be having me boy; he’s too well hidden fer that.  And you’ll not get it from me,” Mom said with a rock solid note of finality.   
   
 She waded into the water, gave a shocked gasp at the temperature.  “Feels good, it does, ya bloody skank,” she said, the water up over her waist.  With a sigh, she sort of lunged awkwardly further into the deeper, stronger current.  The river took her, floating her body as she used the last of her strength to flip herself onto her back.  Her clothing soaked through, the heavy cotton of her pants and shirt, the sodden leather of her boots pulling her down. 
   
 “Ashling Irwin, ya will take care o’ me boy,” she said to the sky.  “Declan, me lad.  I love ya more than me own life.  Ya grow up strong, lad, knowing yer mum is proud of ya,” she whispered, staring straight up, just her face framed by the dark surface of the river.  Then she slipped completely under, eyes still open and staring, air bubbling out of her mouth till she disappeared into the depths. 
   
 




Chapter 35


 

 The black river faded to black night, my mother’s face replaced by the wavering, translucent face of Daniel the ghost.  Everything was still watery, though, and I could feel the tears streaming down my face. 
   
 Daniel’s features hardened into anger.  “Ya made me remember that,” he said. 
   
 I was suddenly on my feet, so angry that everything was a misty shade of red. “Shut up!  Shut the fuck up! Get back in that!” I snarled.  He floated away, taken aback.  Then defiance flared across his features.   
   
 “I won’t,” he said, beginning to spin away from me.   
   
 My anger reached a new level and without a single thought of the consequences, I strode out of my circle and into his.  Surprise replaced his defiance but before he could even process what I’d done, my hands had reached out and grabbed him.  I grabbed a ghost—and held him.  Then I shoved him down, down, down into the stick man working, packing him in like dirty clothes into a laundry bag. 
   
 I was done in two seconds, the ghost that killed my mother stuffed out of sight before I could do something even worse.  Because I wanted to.  I wanted to pull apart his essence with my bare hands and feed the remains of his soul to the abyss.  And I was pretty certain I could do it. 
   
 “So you the one with the party tricks?” 
   
 I turned and found two men approaching in the dark.  Both about average height but still built heavier than me.  One of them, the one who had spoken, pulled his hand from the pocket of his jacket, the dark shape of a handgun outlined against the snow under his feet.  
   
 I didn’t hesitate, didn’t stop to talk, didn’t utter a single wisecrack.  With a flick of my fingers, the gun tore free from his hand, the snap of a finger clear as it jumped across the space between us to hang in midair.  It was a pretty decent Ruger, probably a nine millimeter, steel frame and slide.  I moved my thumb and the magazine ejected itself, falling into the snow below.  Yup, nine mil. 
   
 Pulling both hands in opposite directions had the effect of tearing the gun in half, the metal snapping with a sharp ting.  Then each separate piece began to spin, heating up at my thought. 
   
 I turned to the two men.  Their eyes pulled away from the spinning metal parts to focus on me.  Both of them raised their hands and backed away.  I almost didn’t let them go.  A simple finger flick would have thrown one headfirst into the nearest tree.  A snap of my thumb and index finger would have spun the other one’s head clean around his shoulders, shearing his spine. 
   
 Instead, I heard my mother’s voice admonishing me to do no harm.  Oh, but I wanted to.  I really, really wanted to do some harm. 
   
 I picked up the picture of Mom, the newspaper clipping, and the small strand of her hair, stowing them carefully away in my bag.  The new orbs were almost done, so I pulled the heat from them and melted a big patch of snow before letting them float over to join the first orb.  The new ones were dark gray and about the size of tangerines, the knife-made orb a golf ball of chrome steel marbled with lines of brass.  Picking up the rest of my stuff, I headed down the hill toward the nearest sidewalk.  Two more dark figures moved down the concrete on an intercept path with me.  Silver gleamed on both their chests, reflecting the yellow light of a nearby park lamppost. 
   
 “You there,” one of them said, a bright light flicking on in his hand, pinning me in its glare.   
   
 I stopped and turned. “Ah, the police. Keeping the city safe, fellas?” I asked.  “Protect and Serve?”


 

 The orbs were floating in the dark behind me.  I called them to my hands, which hung by my sides. 
   
 “What have you got in your hands?” the second cop asked, suspicious as hell.  That one, it turns out, wasn’t a dude.   
   
 “Let’s see those hands,” the lady cop said. 
   
 I turned up both hands, two steel balls in one and one in the other. 
   
 “What the hell are those?” the guy cop asked. 
   
 “Juggling balls,” I said, tossing them up and doing a simple criss-cross routine. 
   
 “You’re out here at night, juggling in the dark?” he asked, eyes narrowed. 
   
 “You know the muggers were already here and funny thing… they didn’t seem to like my juggling either,” I said, dropping the balls into my bag.  They didn’t seem to find that amusing. 
   
 “Let’s see some ID,” she ordered. 
   
 I pulled my wallet and my Vermont driver’s license slid between my fingers. I handed it to the female.  She looked at it under her flashlight, then back up at me sharply before handing it to her partner.  
   
 “What is a Vermont kid doing out here, in Boston Common, this time of night, Declan?  Scoring drugs for resale?” the female officer asked while her partner scanned my ID with an app on his phone.   
   
 “Stirring up old ghosts,” I said. 
   
 “You high, Declan?” she asked, flashing her light in my eyes.  I sucked the power out of it and it died.   
   
 “Shit, those were brand new batteries,” she said, banging it against the palm of her other hand uselessly. She paused as something occurred to her. She slung the big light on her belt and pulled a smaller version from a pocket.   
   
 Her partner’s phone started buzzing like crazy and he frowned at the screen before answering it. 
   
 “DeLuca here. Yes, sir.  Didn’t know you were on tonight, sir,” he said, moving quickly back a couple of steps to gain privacy, his eyes never leaving me. His voice dropped and I couldn’t make out his words. 
   
 His partner, whose name tag read L. Peterson, flicked her backup light on and flicked it over me.  Her eyes were sharp and careful. 
   
 “You don’t look high to me, Declan.  You look upset.  Wanna tell me about it?” 
   
 I wanted to flatten the Common.  I wanted to raze the city.  “You don’t look like a therapist, Officer Peterson,” I said. 
   
 “You’d be surprised.  Half this job is just understanding people,” she said, her voice lower and less threatening.  “Girlfriend, family, or friends?”  
   
 I felt my eyebrows raise.  She answered my unspoken question by pointing her finger at my cheek.  “Tear tracks are more obvious than needle marks in this weather,” she said simply.  Her expression was calm, interested, and much, much less threatening.  Perhaps sympathetic. 
   
 A hundred smart ass answers flooded my mind, but when my mouth opened, all I said was “Family.” 
   
 “Did you lose someone, Declan?” she guessed. 
   
 “My mother… a long time ago,” I heard myself answer. 
   
 “She die here… in Boston?” 
   
 Lady was sharp.  I nodded before adding, “She was murdered.” 
   
 Sympathy now warred with something harder.  “They catch the murderer?” 
   
 I shook my head. 
   
 “Peterson,” her partner said suddenly, pulling the phone from his ear, clearly alarmed. 
   
 “Hold on a second, Frank,” she said.  “You here to find answers?” she asked me. 
   
 “I was.  I did,” I answered, half-wondering why I was just answering her questions and not blasting things apart, which I still really, really wanted to do. 
   
 “Peterson, come here now!” DeLuca said, his alarm high but his actions extremely careful, like an unarmed man facing an angry Doberman. 
   
 She frowned at him, then turned back to me.  “Hang on a second, Declan. I want to hear more,” she said.  With a couple of strides, she reached him and he simply handed her the phone.  She looked confused as she put it to her ear.  “Peterson,” she said, then stiffened, her head nodding once at whatever she heard.  Her eyes snapped back up to me and widened.  I could almost see the moment she decided something.  “Yes sir, I know.  I pay attention at the briefings sir.” A pause. “No sir, but I have this, sir.  With all due respect, sir, I understand but I still feel I need to continue, sir.  Call it intuition.”   She listened and I could see she was annoyed now.  “They’re not here, sir.  I am,” she said.  “Trust me, I understand.  I didn’t realize at first but I’ve seen all the information, sir.  My judgement tells me this is even more important because of it.”   
   
 She abruptly handed the phone back to her partner and turned my way.  “Lindsey, you sure about this?” her partner asked.  “That came from Washington and the governor’s office.”  
   
 She nodded once at him and headed my way.  “Sorry about that, Declan.  Bosses,” she said, rolling her eyes exaggeratedly.  She was taller and a few years younger than Darcy but her manner reminded me of my step-aunt. 
   
 “They probably told you I’m a high-risk individual and to hold off for an air strike,” I said. 
   
 She didn’t act all that surprised at my guess and she didn’t sugarcoat her answer.  “More like they’re flying in a bomb squad of sorts to defuse you—the comparison was more nuclear.  Your license set off a shit storm in seconds.  All kinds of people all over the country are suddenly awake and concerned.” 
   
 “Omega?” I asked, reaching up to my ear. 
   
 “I have your aunt on the new transport drone.  She’ll be there in twenty-three minutes.  Father, I did not predict you would have this kind of reaction to whatever the entity told you,” Omega said.  “I’ve instructed all agencies to back off and leave you alone.  This officer is more persistent.”

   
 “Omega?  The AI?” Officer Peterson asked. 
   
 “I kind of helped create him.  He’s… protective.  My aunt is coming,” I said. 
   
 “Your mother’s sister?” she guessed. 
   
 “Shit, you weren’t kidding about those mad therapy skills, were you?” I asked. 
   
 “Let’s have a seat and talk some more about your mother and what you’ve found out while we wait,” she said, pointing at the park bench to the side of the path.  “We’ll just try to keep warm.” 
   
 “Don’t worry about the cold, Officer Peterson.  I can take care of that,” I said, pulling heat from the city around us.  Immediately, a circle of snow and ice twenty feet across melted to water under our feet. The air temperature rose ten degrees in a couple of seconds.  Her eyebrows raised in shock as she took it in. 
   
 “I included your partner ‘cause he doesn’t look like he’s leaving you,” I said with a shrug. 
   
 “That was nice of you, Declan.  Have a seat, and call me Lindsey,” she said. 
 




Chapter 36


 

 A soft whirring sound was the only warning we got before a black shape flashed into the space above us, slowing to a stop, a steady stream of air blasting downward.  Only the red and blue emergency lights of the five patrol cars lit its surface. 
   
 “Holy shit,” Officer Lindsey said, the last bite of cannoli slipping from her fingers as she stared upward from our park bench.   
   
 “Yeah, it’s quiet. Real quiet,” I noted, scraping the last of the thick New England clam chowder from the bottom of my cup.  This one was from a different restaurant than the soup Lindsey had bragged about.  That batch had been awesome too, but Frank DeLuca had sworn his choice was better.  He called it takeout for stakeout. 
   
 Omega’s sleek black transport drone hovered over the park, its black stealth outer skin almost disappearing against the night sky.  With just a slight electric hum, the plane-sized drone lowered itself onto a set of newly extended landing gear. 
   
 Around the outside of the Common, the cops stationed in patrol cars stared at the almost featureless torpedo shape.  The craft was motionless for a few seconds; the only thing moving was snow and debris blown by the downdraft of its big propulsion fans.  Then a section on the side slid outward and up, like the gull wing doors of a Tesla Model X.  A short ladder extended itself as a figure filled the opening. 
   
 “Bloody hell lad.  That great electronic monster of yours damn near killed me getting this thing here,” my aunt Ashling said across the open space as she caught sight of me. 
   
 “Looks like your relief shift is here,” I said to Officer Lindsey.  Aunt Ash stepped out of the aircraft and a second female shape filled the doorway.  It took a second for me to recognize Gina Velasquez, Director of Arcane.  My aunt headed my way and after a quick look around, Gina headed for the cluster of bigwigs that had stood for the last ten minutes staring at me across the Common. 
   
 Officer Lindsey climbed to her feet and brushed crumbs from her uniform.  “I better go make nice with the brass.  I’m sure to catch hell for ignoring my captain.” 
   
 My aunt was close enough to hear her.  “I’ll be telling yer bosses that ya quite possibly saved a whole lot of grief fer everyone.  Thank you for talking with me boy,” she said, first taking Lindsey’s hand in both of hers before pulling her into a hug. 
   
 “He was just upset,” Lindsey said.  “And rightfully so.” 
   
 “I don’t know if ya fully grasp the importance of tonight’s events,” Ashling said. 
   
 “You heard?” Lindsay asked. 
   
 “His bloody computer was recording the whole damned thing.  Ya did great, especially talking about yer own lad ta home and all.  But this one here has been looking for answers most of his life.  And when he gets upset, whole cities could disappear,” Ashling said, making a blowup motion with the fingers of her right hand. 
   
 “Aunt Ash!  I can hear you,” I said, “and I’ve never blown up a city in my life.” 
   
 “And when the farmer’s cow died, he said, ‘That’s funny; it never did that before,’” she said, mostly to Lindsey. 
   
 Lindsey snorted and then coughed into her hand.  “Nice to meet you, ma’am.  Heard a lot about you… well, as you likely heard.”  She stepped away from my aunt, gave me a nod, and then moved over to the cluster of authority types. 
   
 My aunt moved over and hugged me, then motioned for us both to sit down on the bench.  “It’s a tough night ya’ve had, lad.  It’s always been in me mind that Macha was behind it, but to have brought a witch from Perrun’s circle to act as a backup killer, well, it’s not shocking but she’s got an even colder heart than I knew.” 
   
 “You don’t have to worry about American cities, Aunt Ash, but there’s a small town in Ireland that won’t make it back on Google Maps next year.” 
   
 “What have I told ya?  Do nothing when yer temper has got control of yer head. Think, lad. Sit back and think about yer actions.” 
   
 “I should do nothing then?  Just let her get away with it?” I asked. 
   
 “Well, the one what killed yer mom is dead herself, right?  Least that’s what yer Omega was going on about.” 
   
 “Yeah, she died of old age,” I said, not even trying to get the bitterness out of my voice. “He ran all death certificates in the last few days in Eastern Europe and found hers.” 
   
 “Ah, but ya don’t know that it was old age fer sure, now do ya?  Did she look all that old to ya in yer vision?” 
   
 “Yeah, maybe sixty or so,” I said. 
   
 “Meaning she might have been a hundred, but that’s still young to one of pure blood, lad.  Most death witches come to more violent ends, don’t ya know.  Still and all, let’s let yer Omega do his hacking and snooping and see what he comes up with.  Ya could be killing innocent people, lad,” she said. 
   
 I felt a tear trickle down my left cheek and her eyes tracked it while her expression softened.  “Ah, Declan, I know how frustrating it is.  I get it, lad, I really do.  We’ll have our day with Macha. We will,” she said.  “Now, in all this great mess, did ya learn anything useful?” 
   
 I knew what she was asking.  Grabbing chalk from my bag, I leaned down and wrote out the listening spell the death witch had used.  The sidewalk in front of the bench was long since melted of snow, dried out, and was perfect for chalk. 
   
 Almost instantly, the voices of the officials clustered across the Common sounded in our faces, loud and clear. 
   
 “ — I’m saying that no one should have that kind of power and no one’s above the law,” an older man in a dressy looking uniform said. 
   
 “No one in your position is that naïve, Chief,” Gina said.  “There are always people who for one reason or another cannot be treated like everyone else.” 
   
 “Not to the point where a kid who everyone keeps telling me could destroy my whole city in a fit of rage gets diplomatic treatment.  Nobody is allowed to walk around with tactical nuclear weapons, yet that’s what you’re saying he basically is,” the chief said vehemently. 
   
 “You speak of nuclear weapons?  How about the whole of Russia’s defenses controlled by a computer that you people built and that threatens all of us if we so much as look at the boy cross-eyed,” another man in a dark wool overcoat said with a mild Russian accent. 
   
 “It is the same for my country—for every country,” another man said in accent-free English.  His features were Asian so I figured him as probably being from China. 
   
 “I’m only responsible for the safety of this city, not a whole country, Mr. Ambassador.  I still believe I should have been allowed to have snipers in place in case he did go batshit crazy,” the chief said. 
   
 “Your snipers would have died as soon as they drew a bead on him,” Gina said. 
   
 “Not true, Gina.  I would have simply tranquilized them.  But you are correct in that I will not allow you threaten Declan O’Carroll,” Omega suddenly said from at least three cell phones simultaneously. 
   
 “Hello Omega.  Perhaps you could explain your position to the two ambassadors, Chief Thomas, the mayor, and the half dozen federal officers who are here?” Gina asked. 
   
 I wasn’t running the vision spell, but it was still easy to see surprise on faces and in body language from across the park. 
   
 “Declan is the most powerful witch on this planet and in the top three on Fairie.  His strategic value to Earth is almost incalculable, even by me.  The knowledge he can teach other witches, the checks and balances he places on the forces of Fairie, the magical firepower he can command on both planets is imperative to our survival against the Vorsook.”


 

 “This is why our nuclear forces went live recently?” the Russian ambassador asked. 
   
 “A federal officer overstepped her bounds and damage was done to our most effective team of operatives.  I needed to make a point.”


 

 “How is it you allowed all this to happen?” the police chief asked, waiving a hand around, his face tight with anger. 
   
 “I am not omniscient, Chief Thomas—it just seems so from your point of view.  The queens of Fairie acted on this world to weaken us.  Declan has responded in such a way that it is unlikely either queen will attempt something similar in the near future.  As to tonight’s events, I did not predict that he would be so graphically successful in his endeavor to learn his mother’s fate.  It is extremely fortunate that Officer Lindsey Peterson was on the scene.  Things might have gone very, very differently had she not been here and possessed the skills and insight that she does. Being a police officer, like his step-aunt, telling him about her own son, and even the comments about the Patriots football team, of which he is a fan, all acted as triggers to let him bring his personal rage and loss under control. Going so far as to get takeout food from the best local dining establishments was nothing short of brilliant.  And as his aunt is here now, there is no chance of him losing control tonight.”


 

 Nobody said anything for a few seconds.  Then the Chinese ambassador suddenly turned to Gina.  “He is teaching classes to witches?” 
   
 “He has just begun to, yes,” she said. 
   
 “China demands that we have representatives of our own there,” he said. 
   
 “Well, that seems reasonable.  We can talk about the type of students that are acceptable at Arcane,” she said. 
   
 “Russia demands the same,” the other ambassador said. 
   
 “Of course, Ambassador,” she said, leading them both further away to talk. 
   
 I reached out a foot and scuffed the chalk, the sound immediately falling away. 
   
 “Yer sitting on the edge of a knife, lad,” Aunt Ash said. “Jest how are ya feeling after hearing all that?” 
   
 I shrugged.  “I mean, I kinda of understood most of that before, just didn’t dwell on it.  The China-Russia stuff is new though.” 
   
 “And what yer artificial brain said about ya?” she asked. 
   
 “Valid points,” I said.   
   
 She raised an eyebrow.  “It don’t make ya feel used?” 
   
 “He’s being logical. That’s what he is.  But Aunt Ash, there has to be a reason why I was born with this.  Why I can do all this.  Doesn’t it make sense that this is it?” 
   
 “Does there have to be a reason, boyo?  Can’t ya just be what ya are? What if ya choose to do nothing with it?” 
   
 “That seems a huge waste.  Didn’t you and Mom always teach that we’re supposed to serve.  Supposed to use our skills and powers to help, to give back?” 
   
 “Oh, aye lad.  We might have said that a time or two,” she admitted, a satisfied look on her face.  “But tell me this, me Declan… how far will you go to give back, to serve? What are ya willing to do, lad, to protect this world?” 
   
 “Whatever it takes, Aunt Ash. Whatever it takes.”   
   
 




Chapter 37


 


 

 Two weeks after Boston, I found myself again in front of a class of witches.  A bigger class, by like almost three times.  Ten of those additional students sat in two very distinct clusters, watching my every move. 
   
 The first group all hailed from China.  Biyu, Chunhua, Lanfen, Mei, and Ying sat in two rows, staring at me with dark, super serious eyes.   
   
 Two rows over sat Valeriya, Alyona, Zoya, Zoya’s brother Demyan, and last, but very much not least, Nadia.  This group was also pretty serious but more facially expressive. 
   
 Between the two groups sat a handful of other foreign girls.  Kaya from India, Beth from England, Makiko from Japan, Pascalina from France, and Della from Germany. 
   
 My original group sat to the left of the newcomers, mostly suspicious of them.  Mostly.  Two of the Chinese witches, Biyu and Mei, had met my classmates in China during my first trip to Fairie, when Team Demidova had been fighting Vorsook.  These two were more readily accepted into Arcane than the others.  Their countrymates probably would have been as well, but for the fact that they were hard to like.  They were just plain hard. 
   
 “Why do you use the Elvish glyph frot in the lower left chord of this portal circle in this instance when you used moosht in the last one?” Lanfen asked.   
   
 “Frot denotes an opening parallel to the ground, while moosht denotes one that is perpendicular,” I said. 
   
 “But how do you determine the distance the parallel portal opens above the ground?” she pressed. 
   
 “I haven’t got there yet.  That will be in the lower right chord,” I said, starting to get exasperated.  She had questioned every step of every diagram I had written so far. 
   
 “You know, if you just let him teach, you’d get your answers a lot faster,” Alice Morloft said. 
   
 “It remains to be seen if he is even qualified to teach.  If I don’t check everything, this trip may well be a complete waste of time,” Lanfen replied. 
   
 “Do you regularly disrespect your instructors?” Tami asked, turning in her chair.   
   
 “Real instructors?  Never,” Lanfen said smoothly. Biyu and Mei were sitting behind her and looked worried. 
   
 “Lanfen, you can leave,” I said, pointing at the door. 
   
 “I will not.  My country is relying on me to dig out whatever little value I can from this mistake,” she said, staring at me. 
   
 I stared back.  A shifting of long, bare legs off to the right caught the attention of my animal brain and I looked before I could stop myself.  Nadia smiled languidly at me, bouncing the aforementioned leg on the equally bare knee of her other leg, her miniskirt barely keeping her modesty intact. 
   
 That was another thing.  Almost every girl sent by the foreign countries was attractive, if not really attractive.  I think poor Mack was almost in sensory overload.  Behind Nadia, Demyan was staring back and forth at Britta and Erika, clearly liking what he was seeing. 
   
 “Declan, perhaps a demonstration is in order?” Alice suggested, raising a brow. 
   
 Odd how things had changed. 
   
 I turned back to the board, stepping to my left and drafting another circle, my hand moving fast, the glyphs popping up as quick as I could chalk them. 
   
 “You never finished the first one. Now you draw another?” Lanfen asked.  I didn’t answer, instead hurrying through my draft as fast as I could. 
   
 “Father,” Omega admonished in my ear. 
   
 I ignored him too.  Finishing, I reached my left hand down toward the nearest wall outlet and pulled an arc of pure electricity into myself.  Behind me, I heard chairs shifting as the class took in my power drain.  The arc continued to pour energy into me at a high enough rate to raise the air temperature.  The overhead lights flickered, then flickered again before I shut off the electric draw.  Holding enough energy to power the whole building for at least ten to fifteen minutes, I turned back to Lanfen.  She was sitting up straight, eyebrows slightly raised, her attention locked on me. 
   
 Without breaking her stare, I reached out and touched the circle with my right hand. 
   
 Power snapped, a wave of pure energy lifting hair, pencils, and paper as it broke over the class. 
   
 A three-foot-diameter portal opened in the floor under Lanfen’s desk and the whole thing dropped through, taking her laptop and smart phone with it.  The portal snapped shut before she could finish flinching, leaving smooth, unblemished tiles where it had been. 
   
 The class door opened and Stacia stood in the doorway, taking in the aftermath. 
   
 “Sorry for the interruption. Wow, smell that tension, smell that ozone,” she said, looking at me before her eyes locked onto the new additions. “Hello, just who do we have here?” 
   
 Lanfen was staring at the floor in front of her, the rest of the class torn between the newcomer and her missing furniture.  The Russian cohort looked surprised and mildly astonished, while most of my original group wore either grins or, in a few cases, frowns. 
   
 “Where did it go?” Tami asked, glancing at Stacia before looking back my way.  “You drew on the board but that portal never opened?  What is that, Declan?” 
   
 “I call it a proxy portal, Tami.  Lanfen, you’ll find your stuff in your room. Should make it easier to pack.  Hi Stacia,” I said, glancing at my girlfriend and then her hands.   
   
 There were scabs on her knuckles.  Werewolves don’t, generally, scab.  They just heal.  In hours, minutes, or even seconds.  If Stacia broke her hand punching through a wall, it would be healed in about ten minutes.  They don’t scab—with two exceptions.  Silver-inflicted wounds won’t heal till the silver is gone, and then it will take a very long time and leave scars.  The second exception is when a werewolf fights another werewolf. 
   
 Ever since we had gotten back from Fairie, Stacia’s knuckles had been scabbed and re-scabbed.  My werewolf was fighting someone, or someones, every time she went back to the city for a Pack event or meeting.  And she wasn’t talking about it.  My questions were answered with “Pack business, nothing to worry about.”  Bullshit.  She was tired, beat-up, and worried.  It had forced me to take drastic steps. 
   
 “Okay class, that’s it for tonight,” I said. 
   
 “But you explained nothing,” Zoya said. 
   
 “Yeah, well, too many interruptions.  And I demonstrated two, no, make that three portal designs, including new material never before seen,” I said. 
   
 “Hold up.  The Russian is right.  You didn’t explain jack shit, O’Carroll,” Tami said. 
   
 I stared back at her but she just folded her arms and waited me out.  “Lanfen, you need to get out,” I said, glancing back at her. 
   
 She looked terrified for a second then angry.  “No!  You are to teach us!” 
   
 “I JUST DID!” I exploded.  “I just taught you that portals are crazy adaptable and that you can create one by remote control. And the major point of this lesson was to stop fucking up my class!  You think I’m a bad teacher?  You’re right!  I’m no kind of teacher.  But I’m the only one on this world who can do this and, according to the experts on Fairie, I’m pretty good at it.  But interrupting me every second, questioning everything I do, and disrupting class is more than I can handle.  I don’t know classroom behavior management; I can barely scratch together a lesson plan.  I can train others to do this.  I can teach a non-witch to do magic,” I said, waving at Mack.  “But my time is valuable.  I have things I have to handle on two worlds.  If you don’t want to learn, don’t waste my time.  I’m not going to prove myself every other word.  Either take what I teach or get the fuck out.” 
   
 Cold hard Lanfen had tears in her eyes and had her arms wrapped around herself, but still didn’t move. 
   
 I was vaguely aware of Stacia moving toward me but most of my attention was focused on the class, the new kids in particular.  “Well?” I demanded.  “Anyone want to leave?  Anyone want to spot check my work?” 
   
 “Declan, I think they got the point,” Stacia said, sort of suddenly next to me.  Her hand was on my arm and when I looked at her, she gave me one of her looks.  Sort of a I completely sympathize with you, but now you gotta stop having a tantrum look.  Is that something mothers teach their daughters? 
   
 I took a breath and turned back toward the chalkboard, looking at my proxy portal.  Then I snorted. 
   
 “What?” Mack asked, possibly the only person other than Stacia who was willing to ask a question. 
   
 “Made a mistake on the coordinates,” I said.  “I meant to send Lanfen and her desk through the portal.  See here?  This directs how big the circle should be.  I used the wrong elvish number.” 
   
 I wiped the offending digit and rewrote the correct one.  “Writing portal code in a rush is a mistake,” I said. 
   
 “Portal code?” Nadia asked, frowning. 
   
 “Yeah.  Creating portals is just like writing computer code.  In my head, I call it portal code,” I said. 
   
 Stunned faces looked back at me.  “Ah, dude.  Maybe next time you should lead with that,” Mack said.  “Most of us know at least a little HTML, some probably know a lot of coding.” 
   
 Most of the room was nodding.  They understood code.  Why hadn’t I ever mentioned that before? 
   
 “Okay, so what? You’ve mentioned it now.  Mack, make a note for future lesson plans.  So what if you’re a new teacher—you’re learning too.  And the rest of you?  You better pay attention because this one here is as good as it gets in your world.  He’s right.  His time is insanely valuable and no one will want it wasted.  Every government on Earth wants his attention. New kids, suck it up and shut it up or go home,” Stacia said.  “And one more thing—he’s mine.”  Her eyes flared yellow as she glared around the class.  Then she leaned in and kissed me square on the mouth.  “Now teach your class, professor.  I’m gonna go see Gina, so I’ll catch you after class.”  She held my eyes for a second, then turned and made an awesome exit. 
   
 When the door closed, Britta let out a breath.  “Damn, she’s got style,” she muttered. 
   
 I looked at my class and they looked back.  “Alright.  Valid points made.  Let’s hit the rewind button and start over.  Portal coding. Just what is it?” 
   
 Lanfen borrowed a piece of paper from Biyu, wiping her eyes when she thought no one was looking. 
   
 I started to teach. 
   
   
 Fifty minutes later, I shut it down for real and this time no one complained.  You could almost see the heads bulging with new ideas and concepts.  I assigned the new kids the same battery charging homework I had given my originals and sent them out.   
   
 Even Mack took off quickly, although that might have been because the Russian squad left last and I suspected he was interested in Nadia.  Not sure what was happening with Erika, but who knows what happened while I was gone.  I know that Mack would trade them all for Ashley but for some reason that connection had never happened.  Somehow, sometime I was going to have to have a long talk with Mack.  But not now. 
   
 Someone came in as Mack left.  I glanced over.  Mason Conboy stood there, ill at ease, but a determined look on his face.  “Mason, what’s up?” 
   
 He was quiet for a second.  Then, “You went to Boston.” It was a statement. 
   
 “Yup.  That’s the rumor,” I said, putting chalk and circle making stuff into my magic bag. 
   
 “Why?” he asked, stepping forward.  There was something aggressive about his movements. 
   
 I stopped shoving papers into my class folder and gave him my complete attention. 
   
 “That’s personal and none of your business.” 
   
 He took another step forward and for a split second, I thought he was going to rush me.  “Why would you go to Boston?”  Was that anger on his face? 
   
 “Lots of people go to Boston every day, for lots of reasons.  My reasons are my own.” 
   
 “My family lives in Boston,” he said accusingly. 
   
 “Ah, that’s nice.  Didn’t know that,” I said. 
   
 He frowned at my words, eyes flicking over my face.  His mouth opened to speak but nothing came out and he closed it, expression uncertain. 
   
 “Wait—you think I went there because of your family?” I asked, frowning myself. 
   
 Now he looked really uncertain, and worried… like someone who realizes they might have just made a big mistake. 
   
 “You thought I went there to, what?  Do something to your family?  But you can hear the truth in my words, can’t you?” I asked, things clicking together in my head. 
   
 “Ah, never mind.  Forget I asked,” he said, turning abruptly.  I waved a hand and he slammed to a halt.  He tried to step forward two more times before giving up and turning back around. 
   
 “Mason, why would I do anything to your family?” I asked. 
   
 He fish mouthed a couple of times, like a goldfish, but nothing came out. 
   
 I raised my right hand and circled it three times.  Air rushed around the room, the door slammed shut, and an unnatural hush fell as all the normal sounds of a busy building went silent.  His dark skin went pale. 
   
 “Let’s get this out on the table right now.  Someone, mostly likely Oracle, or maybe even higher, brought you here to spy on me, right?  Your family is here on visas that are contingent upon your actions, correct?” I asked. 
   
 He looked terrified, but then his expression hardened and he squared his shoulders.  “I don’t have the choices that you do,” he said, bitter. 
   
 “Is that a yes?  Because I’d like to hear it from you, Mason.  It’s been pointed out to me that you don’t like me, despite my helping you out, which you have no trouble accepting.  Omega knows quite a bit about you, even though Oracle has only put the barest minimum in the data banks.  Which was their first mistake.  Deviate from the norm and it catches his attention.  So he’s been watching and digging.  Then Chris Gordon picked up on your attitude,” I said, watching his attempt at being tough weaken under every sentence.  “So just admit it.” 
   
 “What did you do to them?” he said, the anger flaring back up, fists clenching at his sides. 
   
 “Who?  Your family?  Nothing,” I said. 
   
 He reached into his pocket and pulled something out.  I wrapped him in kinetic bands that bound his arms tight to his body.  “What’s that, Mason?”   
   
 Holding a shield in front of me, I squatted down for a better look.  It looked like dried plants.  Seaweed?  Wrapped around a black shiny thing that I first thought was plastic.  But it wasn’t; it was organic.  Two antenna-like fronds poked out of each end.   
   
 “It is a shark egg capsule, Father.  Constructed of collagen protein strands, it carries a fertilized egg.  This one is from a bullhead shark.  Some species of shark produce these egg cases, although most give birth to live shark pups,” Omega supplied in my ear. 
   
 I looked with my Sight.  The seaweed and egg case were wreathed in magic.  “How unusual,” I said, meaning it.  “You’ve made magic stick to salty organic material.  What’s it do?” 
   
 He struggled against my hold but got nowhere.  “It hurts.  Like being bitten by a shark… a baby shark.” 
   
 “You’re a Water witch, aren’t you?” I asked, now fascinated with a new and unique piece of Crafting.   
   
 “I am.  A weak one, as most males are.  Except you,” he said, voice filled with venom. 
   
 “I am what I am.  I had no say in the matter.  You hate me for it,” I stated. 
   
 “If I could do a tenth of what you can, I wouldn’t be here.  My family would be safe.  What did you do to them?” he demanded. 
   
 “I didn’t do anything.  Why? What’s happened to them?”  
   
 “Nothing… yet.” 
   
 “Oh. You think I left something at your family’s home.  Something nasty that will do something bad over time or some shit like that?  Because I do so much of that?  Because I’m known to be such an evil bastard that I hurt people’s families.” 
   
 A lot of emotions flooded his face.  Worry and fear were still the chief ones but I think I might have seen a touch of regret flash by.  “You’ve stopped talking to me. You’re ignoring me.  I figured that you knew and you went to Boston to get revenge.” 
   
 “Well, you got part of it right.  We were pretty sure you were placed here, but why would I need revenge?  What have you done?” 
   
 He shrugged, or at least tried to.  I loosened the bands.  “Mason, I swear I haven’t done a thing to your family.  Not my style.  If we have an issue, you can depend on me to come at you head on.  You can hear the truth to my words.” 
   
 Despite himself, he could.  It’s really, really, really hard for witches to lie to each other.  We can tell.  It was a major pain in the ass growing up. 
   
 “So what did you do?” I asked again. 
   
 “I report on you to them,” he said.  “It’s what I have to do.” 
   
 “Yeah, okay.  That’s what I thought.  But honestly, what can you tell them? What do you know?” 
   
 He shrugged again.  “I know about your batteries.  Your magic batteries.” 
   
 “Everyone knows about those.  I have this class making them and charging them.” 
   
 “No, not those little ones.  The big ones.” 
   
 “How do you know about those?” I asked. 
   
 “I snooped in Mack’s stuff when he was hitting on that Swedish witch.  At dinner.  He left his stuff out.” 
   
 “That’s what they want to know?  About my batteries?” 
   
 “They want to know everything.  Everything and anything,” he said. 
   
 “What else?” 
   
 “I know you keep all kinds of secret stuff at your aunt’s restaurant,” he said.  “But you’ve got those things guarding them.” 
   
 “You actually went out there and snooped around?” I asked, feeling my eyebrows raise themselves. 
   
 “I caught an Uber ride to the restaurant, had dinner, and then snuck around.  Saw your truck there.  I was trying to get past your wards when that flying thing flew overhead and then the really massive one just kind of appeared out of the ground.  So I took off and ran.” 
   
 “You ran all the way back here?” 
   
 “Just into that little town.  Castle something.  Then I got another Uber ride back here.” 
   
 “Omega?” I asked out loud. 
   

“I was aware, Father, of his visit.  He got nowhere and, as he said, ran off.  You were pretty fully occupied at the time,” my AI buddy said from my phone, causing Mason’s eyes to get big. 
   
 “Hmm,” I said, not real happy that Omega hadn’t told me about it.  “Was I…” I stopped, realizing I couldn’t say anything about being off world or Mason would know. 
   
 “You were on Fairie, weren’t you? You have a secret portal out there in your barn, don’t you?” Mason asked, now defiant. 
   
 “Why would you say that?” 
   
 “Because you’re making giant magic batteries, and for what?  I know regular portals take huge amounts of power, so what about an inter-dimensional one?  Even more, right?  And you disappear for days and my handler always pushes me to find out where you are, so that means they can’t find you either.  Gotta be Fairie.” 
   
 “Have you told them that?” I asked.  Kid was smarter than I gave him credit for. 
   
 “Yeah, told them that was my best guess, and if you make me disappear, they’ll know,” he said, defiant. 
   
 “Jeez, you really think I’m like the Antichrist or something, don’t you?  No, I’m not going to make you disappear.  I’m gonna make you an offer.” 
   
 His defiance had been masking his fear, but now curiosity replaced both.  “What kind of offer?” 
   
 “I’ll give you stuff to tell your handlers.  Real stuff.  Stuff they’ll want to know,” I said. 
   
 “Why? Why would you do that?” 
   
 “To control how much and what they get.  In return, you keep me informed of what they are asking you to do and what they want.  And I’ll have Omega make sure your family’s visas become permanent.  I can also get them better jobs if they need them or want them.” 
   
 “They’ll be suspicious if you do that,” he said. 
   
 “Nope, they’ll see me helping both you and your family, like we’re buddies or something.  It actually fits in with my character, a lot more than making people disappear or any of that bullshit.  It’s what I do.  The cool part will be that it’s all real.  Real visas, real jobs.” 
   
 “What if I say no?” he asked.   
   
 “Then you find you have almost nothing to tell them because now that I’m fully aware of your actions, I’ll make sure you get nowhere.  In fact, I’ll tell Director Stewart that I know about you and they’ll stop wasting time and money on you.  Then where will you be?” 
   
 “That’s not nice… that’s not nice at all.  You know they’ll  throw my family out of the States and it will be your fault,” he said. 
   
 “Nope, yours.  Decide.” 
   
 He looked at me for like thirty seconds, then nodded.  Choice made. 
   
 “So, ah, how ya get that shark doodad to work?” I asked.  “Salt water is a no go for even Water witches.” 
   
 He shrugged, looking a little pissy. 
   
 “Come on, dude. Don’t be that way.  I’m not punishing you for spying. I’m actually gonna help you be a better spy and your fam will be better off because of it.  Now tell me about this truly slick little piece of magic,” I said. 
   
 I could see him battling with himself.  His wounded spy pride fighting with his preening witch pride.  The fact that he had made magic that I had never seen before beat down the fact that he’d been busted as a reluctant spy. 
   
 “Fishes,” he said. 
   
 “What?” 
   
 “My thing is fish.  My only real skill as a witch—I can talk to fish.  Even saltwater fish.  Particularly, it seems, sharks.  That’s how I came to Oracle’s attention.  Our boat to Italy was overloaded and a piece of shit to begin with.  It sank, real slow like.  The Italian Coast Guard came to our rescue, but the sharks were circling before they got there.  I kept them away.  One of the Coasties saw me push away a couple of sharks and he mentioned it in a bar.  Somehow the Americans heard about it and sent some Oracle agents to interview me in the refugee camp.  They pulled us out, fed and clothed us, treated us great.  At least till we got to the States, then that Stewart guy told me about you and Arcane and your computer.  Then it got real.” 
   
 “So because of your ability to talk to saltwater fish, you can make magic stick to seaweed?” 
   
 “Nah, it sticks to the shark case, to the baby shark.  It fades pretty quick, but it’s got a real sharp bite to it,” he said.  “So what should I tell them about you?” 
   
 “What do they want to know?  Usually?” I asked. 
   
 “Stuff about whatever magic you’re doing, if you can find a way back to Fairie, if you can make your computer do anything you want it to, stuff like that.” 
   
 “Okay. Tell them I can get to Fairie anytime I want, but I can’t make Omega do anything,” I said. 
   

“Tell them that I tend to follow his wishes pretty closely though,” Omega said, “As in I have already upgraded your family’s visas.  Additionally, your mother will be receiving a new job offer today—a company that works with Demidova Corporation”


 

 He looked at me for a few seconds, struggling with whatever he was feeling.  “I still think you lead a charmed life,” he said.  “We’re not friends.” 
   
 “Nope.  Now go make your reports and leave me the hell alone,” I said, putting the last of my teaching stuff away.  When I looked up again, he was gone. 
   
   
   
   
 




Chapter 38


 

 I found the person I was looking for in the dining room.  At any given time of the day, other than class times, there was a high degree of likelihood that he’d be there. 
   
 “Dick hand,” he said to me as I filled a bowl with ice cream, nuts, and caramel sauce. 

 

 “Smellwood,” I said.  He frowned.  “You’ve already used that one,” he complained. 
   
 I waved it away.  “I’m really busy, okay?” 
   
 “Time management, buddy. Time management,” he said, starting to scoop giant globs of chocolate ice cream into the big mixing bowl his sister had bought him on Church Street. 
   
 “You, ah, find out anything?” I asked, voice low. 
   
 “Took a while.  But my mother’s cousin’s daughter, Missy, married into the New York Pack last year.  She told me that a whole string of lower echelon wolves have been challenging your girl.” 
   
 “Why?  She doesn’t hold near the position she could if she wanted.” 
   
 “Missy says it’s super weird and the whole pack is confused.  Brock and Afina have absolutely forbade full-on wolf fights because people are going to get killed, but they can’t outlaw human fights.  Pack law.  Missy says your girl is messing people up, big time, but they keep coming.” 
   
 “Got any names?” I asked. 
   
 “You gonna kill ‘em?” he asked. 
   
 “Not unless I have to.  I just want to find out what’s behind it.  She’s getting worn out and it’s messing with her emotions big time.  Won’t talk to me about it.” 
   
 “So what are you going to do?” 
   
 “She’s my girl, dude.  My… mate,” I said, uncomfortable with the most real word I could use.  “I’ll do whatever it takes.”   
   
 Wolves can smell lies too.  I had to be honest with him even if he clammed up. 
   
 Instead, he nodded.  “Good answer.  Here’s the last dude that got his ass beat,” he said, eyes full of approval as he handed over a slip of paper. 
   
   
 It took two days before I could find the right moment to head to my aunt’s barn.  I made a new portal that opened into a space between small neighborhood homes in a pretty decent part of Newark.  Stepping through, I closed the portal down and squatted in the shadow of an ornamental cedar bush.  Newark, in spring, was a whole lot warmer than northern Vermont. 
   
 My phone screen lit up: Family inside.  The adult male is watching television in the finished basement.  The female is upstairs in the bedroom on the far end of the house.  There is no alarm system, but the doors are locked.


 

 Omega had sent a set of tiny drones to scout the house earlier in the day.  I unrolled a sheet of heavy leather three feet in diameter.  A circle had already been burned into the leather and a partial set of glyphs was pre-marked around the arc.  I used a sharp piece of chalk to fill in the rest, then powered it from one of the two big crystal and copper batteries I had in my vest.  My designs had improved immensely after seeing the Summer Queen’s necklace and studying it from more drone camera angles than an NFL touchdown review.  The amount of magic I could now carry in a small space was pretty impressive, if still not at Zinnia’s level. 
   
 The leather on the inside of the circle disappeared and a beige rug appeared some distance down.  I jumped through, instantly throwing bands of kinetic power around the man who sprang out of what looked like a brand new recliner.  He got out a couple of yells before I could wrap him in a circle of silence.   
   
 “Inbound,” whispered in my ear and the door to the basement slammed open, a female werewolf jumping down the entire staircase in one leap, a Louisville Slugger held easily in one hand. 
   
 I bound her too, then pushed them both against the nearest wall.   
   
 “Hi,” I said brightly.  “Let’s have a talk.” 
   
 The man went apeshit, or maybe wolfshit.  Struggling, writhing, slamming his body around under my kinetic bonds so hard, he buckled the sheetrock wall behind him.  Hair sprouted on his hands and his bones started to pop and snap. His wife, however, just watched me with yellow wolf’s eyes, and of the two, she might have been the creepier. 
   
 “Hey, dude, calm down.  I just want to talk,” I said.  He freaked out even more.  I heard a sharp crack, followed by another.  It took a second to realize the cement block wall underneath the sheetrock was breaking.  Time for drastic action. 
   
 Mentally, I pressed on the sides of his twisting, snapping neck.  Nothing happened for a few seconds, then his yellow eyes lost focus, then drooped, then shut.  He hung limply in the bands of magic. 
   
 “You killed him,” his wife hissed, her own features twisting into something beastlike.   
 “No.  I just choked him out.  I’m here to ask questions.  Then I’m gone,” I said. 
   
 “Then you’ll kill us,” she said. 
   
 “If I wanted you dead, you’d be dead.  I just need answers,” I said. 
   
 “You’re a witch!  A male witch,” she said, a light going off in her eyes. 
   
 “Yes.  I’m her witch and I want to know why your husband challenged her,” I asked. 
   
 She studied me for a moment, then looked away, keeping her silence.  Upstairs, a baby began to cry. 
   
 I turned and looked up at the ceiling.  My phone buzzed.  Last bedroom in the second floor hallway.  Infant son.  Birth certificate on file indicates the child is three months and four days old, Omega wrote. 
   
 I turned back to the wife and found her horror-filled face staring at me.  “Will he go back to sleep on his own?” I asked.  Eyes wide with true fear, she finally shook her head, just a little. 
   
 I turned and headed for the stairs.  It was her turn to go apeshit.  “Calm down.  I’m bringing him to you,” I said, heading up the stairs.  I found the kid right where Omega had said.  His crying stopped when I scooped him up, but I wasn’t his parents and he started wailing again almost immediately.  I took him straight to the basement where his mother was still struggling.  She stopped instantly when she saw her son.  Beside her, the male was beginning to wake up. 
   
 “Here, take him, but if you try to slash me, I’ll probably drop him,” I warned her as I reduced the bands around her arms.  Both hands shot forward but it was in an open hand grasp, one that I put the baby werewolf right into. 
   
 The father opened his eyes and started to struggle but the mother growled at him and he paused to take in the presence of his son. 
   
 “Why did you challenge Stacia Reynolds to a fight?” I asked him.  He looked away and for the first time, I noticed the scabs on his left chin and right cheekbone.  His forehead was gashed and both his hands looked beat to shit.  “A fight it looks like you lost,” I added. 
   
 He didn’t answer, just focused on me and snarled.  I turned to his wife.  “Help me out here so I can leave you all alone,” I said. 
   
 She was bouncing her baby, still stuck to the wall, but the look of anger on her face got mostly directed at her mate as she glanced his way.  “He had no reason.  He couldn’t beat her.  The first four wolves couldn’t beat her.  He wouldn’t even explain it to me.  Just sits in that stupid chair and broods all day.  And now you’re here,” she said, giving him another vicious glare. 
 “So he’s not normally this…” I looked for a word. 
   
 “Stupid?  No.  It’s a recent development,” she said.  The baby cried and without taking her eyes from mine, she pulled open a clever flap on her shirt and stuffed a boob in his mouth.  I was careful to keep eye contact. 
   
 “How recent?” 
   
 “I don’t know. He’d been all broody down here for a few days before the Pack Gather, ever since he won that stupid chair,” she said, shoving her chin at the recliner.  I turned and looked at it. 
   
 “How’d he win it?” I asked, moving over to study the chair. 
   
 “Some contest he didn’t even remember entering,” she said. 
   
 I sat in the chair, then leaned back.  The male snarled at me and I almost killed him.  A sudden overwhelming need to crush his body to liquid paste and then burn the remains to greasy ash. 
   
 Instead, I sat up and bounced out of the chair, looking at it in a whole new light.  Or rather, looking at it in a whole new Sight.  At first, I saw nothing, but a second glance made me focus on the headrest.  A subtle shift of light, a shadow moving despite the direct glare of the overhead inset light.  I touched the headrest. A strand of black stuck to my finger when I pulled back.  Very thin, very light, easy to miss, but I could feel it squirming against my skin.  Trying to cling, trying to get in. 
   
 I brushed it off, flicking my hand.  It clung like cobwebs, and that was the first clue as to what I was dealing with. A sheen of fire rolled across my hand, burning the strand of magic away.  Turning back to the headrest, I flicked a finger.  A focused blade of Air slashed the leathery fabric, cleanly cutting a six-inch incision.  Using two pencils from my magic bag, I pulled apart the material.  Shadow blocked my sight, cast from the bright light overhead.  I pushed the chair back on its springs a bit, swiveling the base till the light filled the cut opening.  A tarantula the size of my hand stared back at me.  I might have jumped a little.  Just prudent, if you ask me.  The spider didn’t move. 
   
 I poked it with one of the pencils.  It still didn’t move.  Pulling a multi-tool from the bag, I used the fold-out pliers to grab the spider, which I was now pretty certain was dead.  Dead but friggin’ huge.  Maybe one of those bird-eating things from South America. 
   
 The black feather of a crow was bound to its belly, the desiccated spider legs clutching the feather like prey.
Under the bright light, I studied the thing.  A Crafted working.  Tarantulas have irritant hairs on their abdomens, and, like all spiders, can produce webbing.  The crow is a medium-sized bird with a giant-sized ability to annoy people.  The feather was bound to the spider with two strands of human hair—one platinum blonde, the other dark brown.  A brown that matched the husband.   
   
 I wrapped the crafting in a silk kerchief, storing it carefully in my bag.  When I turned back to the werewolf family bound to the wall, the wife was calm and the husband had a semblance of reason in his eyes. 
   
 “I’m leaving.  I think your husband will return to normal in a few days,” I said. 
   
 “I will kill you for this,” the man said, earning himself another deadly glare from the missus. 
   
 “Listen, Charlie is it?  If you come near Stacia or myself, I’m going to crush every bone in your body,” I said, motioning at the chair.  It rose off the ground and when I clenched my right fist, it started to snap and crack, breaking in on itself, compacting into splintered wood, bent metal, and compressed foam and fabric.  “Then I’m going to burn you from the inside out,” I said. The chair bundle gave off a wave of heat, then disappeared in a white hot ball of flame.  I pulled heat from their house and the houses on either side, focusing it and stirring my spell with Air.  Then I sent the whole flaming bundle of burning plasma and gases up the stairs and out the back door.  A flash of light flared through the basement windows and was gone.  I left a few seconds behind it, leaving two silent, pale werewolves behind. 
 




Chapter 39


 

 The witch who cast the irritating crafting that focused unreasoning anger on my Stacia had done a good job covering her magical tracks.  But she sucked at hiding the paper trail of the chair itself.  Omega found it in seconds, unweaving a string of purchase and delivery instructions, and the end result left me standing outside a Bronx bar an hour later.  Forty minutes of waiting rewarded me with an Uber ride pulling up outside and a leather-clad witch in goth makeup stepping out.  I followed her into the bar. 
   
 Inside was nicer than I expected. Decent ambiance with wood floors, nice art on the walls, and a rather extensive liquor collection behind the bar.  A few after-work office types sat at the bar, a normal-looking woman making a drink behind it, and in the far corner, a table of four mismatched women, including my goth.  Besides her, there was a middle-aged PTA president type, a younger administrative assistant sort, and a Social Security collector with honest-to-god blue hair.  I walked over and pulled out a chair, sitting smoothly between the secretary and PTA, staring at my old… friend, no, acquaintance, nah, captor, yeah that’s the one. 
   
 Someone had ordered a mixed plate of appetizers and I helped myself to a piece of Gouda while the witches at the table took me in and Krista’s eyes got really big. 
   
 “Hi.  This looks fun,” I said around my piece of cheese.  “Kick back after a rough day of filing, bake sales, collecting pension checks and—trying to get my girlfriend killed,” I said, my eyes locking onto Krista. 
   
 The old lady went for an amulet and the mousy secretary lifted a hand while opening her mouth.  I froze them all.  The well of magic in my core was so full, I was having a hard time keeping my hands from shaking.  Holding four surprised witches in a mental grip of steel was almost not enough.  Krista had her hands flat on the tabletop and she tried to open her mouth but couldn’t.   
   
 “Tell you what: I’ll relax things a bit and you all try not to do anything stupid.  Or go ahead and be stupid.  I kinda of feel like blowing this place up,” I said, mentally letting up. 
   
 All three sucked in air but Krista’s eyes looked at each of them fast and really serious.  Whatever they would have done, I guess I’ll never know because they each let their breath out slowly. 
   
 After one last set of hard looks at her co-witches, Krista turned back to me.  I was chewing on a stuffed mushroom, watching her. 
   
 “Ah, hey there, Declan,” she said.   
   
 “Krista.  How’s the magic-crafting-for-hire business going?  Spelled bullets for the feds, Crown-of-Thorns spiders for the werewolves,” I said, dumping the silk-wrapped spider out on the table. 
   
 There was a sharp shriek behind me and the sound of a bottle thunking into wood without breaking.  Krista’s eyes shot over my shoulder and winced.  I kept my attention on the witches. 
   
 “That’s disgusting!” a female voice said behind me. 
   
 “Yeah, I agree,” I said, turning slowly to take in the outraged mid-twenties waitress.   
   
 “You can’t put that on our table,” she said.   
   
 “It’s dead… like the mushrooms.” 
   
 “I don’t care. Get it off the table or I’ll call my manager,” she said.  I stared at her for a moment, weighing whether it might be fun to really just let out my frustrations.  She must have read something in my expression because she took a step back. 
   
 I sighed. “I’m just returning it to Krista here.  She rather carelessly left it lying around.  Pretty rude, really.” 
   
 “I should say so,” she huffed.   
   
 I flicked a finger.  The spider crafting flared up in a flash of flame and was gone.  “There, all gone.” 
   
 She backed away, pretty close to panicking. 
   
 “That was reckless,” the oldest witch said. 
   
 “Oh, I haven’t even begun to get reckless yet.  Ask Krista.  Krista, have I revved up yet?” 
   
 She shook her head, eyes locked on me.   
   
 “Not that Krista has seen me revved up.  I’ve been practicing, Krista. You won’t even recognize me now.” 
   
 “It was just business,” Krista said, licking her dark-glossed lips nervously. 
   
 “Business?  That’s great.  Let’s talk business because I’m all up in the business world these days.” 
   
 “What do you want?” she asked. 
   
 “That hard to guess?  Why? Or maybe who?” I asked. 
   
 “We don’t divulge our clients,” PTA said, jumping bravely into the fray. 
   
 I nodded.  “Probably wise.  Good for your street cred.  Hey, do you think if I burned all four of you alive right here in this fine establishment, your client might hear about it?  Your corporate brand will soar.  Not that you’ll see it.” 
   
 “You wouldn’t do that. You’re not that hard,” office pool said. 
   
 “What’s all this here?” a new voice said from behind me. 
   
 I turned to take in the middle-aged manager type who was approaching aggressively. 
   
 “This?  This is me having a chat with these businesswomen.  You know, talking things through,” I said. 
   
 “You need to leave,” he said. “Now!” 
   
 I flicked my left index finger.  The two flatscreens went dead, the music stopped, and half the lights went out. 
   
 “I’ll, I’ll call the police,” manager-man said. 
   
 “Your phones don’t work,” I said.  “In fact, your cell phones probably won’t work for about two blocks.  You might want to start walking now,” I said, turning back to the women.  I saw Krista shake her head at the manager.  Probably looked like he was going to get tough. 
   
 “Ladies, what are the odds that I can burn you all to cinders, then create a portal, travel five hundred miles, and have a squeaky clean alibi?” 
   
 “If we give you their names, will you let us live?” Krista asked. 
   
 PTA protested, but Krista hushed her.  “He can likely do it.  Actually, he can absolutely do it.” 
   
 “It’ll start a war with the other cir—ah, clients,” secretary said. 
   
 “Ah, so it is other witches,” I said.  “Well, I’m going to have a chat with them after I get done here.  It’s fifty-fifty if they’ll live through it.  Maybe forty-sixty.  War won’t likely be top of their mind.” 
   
 “It’s a Midwestern circle,” Krista said. 
   
 The bulb went off in my head.  “Missouri?” I asked. 
   
 Surprised, she nodded.  I said a name.  Her surprise got bigger.  “Okay, listen.  I’m done here.  Going to jump out to Kansas City now.  If you warn them, I’ll be pissed.  Well, more pissed.  I’m freaking raging right now but somehow, I’m keeping a lid on it.  Warn them and I’ll lose the lid.  Go near my girlfriend in any way and I’ll scrub your circle from the planet.  Oh, and if you have any more mental time bombs ticking, get rid of them.  Immediately.  If another werewolf challenges Stacia in the next month, I’m coming back, only you’ll never see me coming.” 
   
 Standing, I leaned over and grabbed a bacon-wrapped scallop.  “This was fun.  Let’s never do it again.” 
   
 Twenty minutes later, I was in Kansas City, Missouri, specifically in Westwood, standing in the driveway of a tawny yellow Tudor-style house, holding a pizza box.  I knocked on the door. 
   
 High heels pounded on hardwood on the other side of the door.  It opened and a middle-aged blonde looked at the pizza in my hand.  “Wrong address. We didn’t order one.” 
   
 I lifted my head and met her eyes, smiling.  “Oh, it’s not for you.  Magic makes me hungry and I’m about to lay a whole mess of power on this place… Mrs. Morloft.” 
   
 Her eyes widened and she was fast enough to touch the doorframe, activating a lock-out ward.  Pretty good one, too. It snapped a field of force across the open door, making it all but impossible to get in.  Impossible really is an overused word, especially around witches.   
   
 I smashed the ward, ripping the whole door frame free and flinging Marcia Morloft down the hall and into the open floor plan living area.  A thickset man with gray temples looked up from his open tablet.  I flattened him to the floor with one hand while slamming Marcia onto her black granite-topped island. 
   
 “Mr and Mrs. Morloft, we need to talk.”  Behind me, the broken door floated back into place and roughly sealed the doorway. 
   
 Twenty minutes later, I walked out, tossing the empty pizza box into the neighbor’s street-side garbage can.  I was pretty sure the Morloft circle would leave things well enough alone.  The crying sobbing mess that was Marcia Morloft seemed to have gotten my message. 
   
 My phone buzzed.  It was a text from Stacia.   
   

-Hey, I’m coming up to Burlington.  You free from class?


 


-My evening just cleared up.  Had some counseling to do.  Went faster than expected.  Wanna eat at Rowan West?


 


-Sure.  Can you pick me up at the airport?


 


-Or I can just gate to you and bring you by O’Carroll Transport?


 


-You’d do that?  


 


-I’ll do whatever it takes.


 

   
 




Chapter 40


 

   
 Deep in the middle of the southern portion of the planet’s major landmass, inside the largest living thing on the planet, Eirwen, Princess of Summer, stood in Heartwood Hall, next to her mother’s throne in the queen’s secondary reception hall.  She was on the queen’s right side, the most honored position in the Court. And she was perhaps more worried than she’d ever been in her life. 
   
 “Put down another layer,” her mother, Zinnia, Queen of Summer, instructed her seneschal, who in turn, supervised a group of elves laying thick sheets of chiton on the glowing wood floor of the Home Tree.  The sheets, already an inch deep, covered a circle in the center of the hall. 
   
 The translucent sheets also created a path from the circle to a space twenty feet in front of the throne.  The room was lined with green-clad Hunters, all armed to the teeth.  Ten blue-armored guards, the entire surviving cadre of her mother’s royal guards, circled the circle. 
   
 “Your Majesty, the appointed time is here,” the Senior Watcher of the Veil said, approaching from behind the throne. 
   
 “Very well. Open the Way,” Zinnia said, leaning back, legs crossed at knee.  She looked utterly relaxed.  Eirwen felt like she, on the other hand, might throw up.  
   
 Four Watchers, including the Senior, moved to the cardinal points of the circle, folding themselves into a kneeling position, legs under them. In perfect unison, they began to chant while simultaneously drawing intricate glyphs on the outside arc of the circle.  It was like watching one organism with four separate parts engaged in some kind of seated dance. 
   
 The inside of the circle dropped away, becoming a pit of utter blackness, a void like deep space, and a wind picked up from outside the circle, blowing air toward the newly formed hole. 
   
 In the center of the circle, something, some twisted shape, warped and writhed, the very space twisting and churning in a manner that made Eirwen’s superhumanly sharp vision blur and come unfocused. 
   
 A deep sound, bass on a level so far below normal range that it was felt rather than heard, began a rhythmic pounding as if a gigantic cosmic machine had somehow taken up immense space inside the trunk of the Home tree. 
   
 The twisted, warped space inside the circle came together and then apart.  It did it again, shades of the same oily blackness pulling together and apart, leaving impressions on Eirwen’s retinas that touched and activated the primitive centers of her highly evolved brain. 
   
 It seemed like a shape was forming; changing and becoming with each cycle of the process, until the impression was of a gigantic humanoid shape, a towering construct whose rough head-shaped top scraped the very ceiling of the queen’s audience hall. 
   
 Suddenly and simultaneously, the four Watchers rose smoothly to their feet and moved gracefully back from the circle till they each disappeared into the shadows the lined the hall. 
   
 The black of space drained away, leaving the dim luminescence exuded by the tree itself, light that seemed as bright as the sun after the utter absence of light that had owned the circle before.  The sharp stench of sulfur found Eirwen’s sensitive nose, making it hard to breathe. 
   
 She blinked eyes that were sharper than any human’s, eyes that still wanted to water despite her finer acuity. 
   
 The thing that stood facing her mother, and therefore her, was monstrous.  A deep, dark color that took her a second to realize was a red.  A red so far down the spectrum it bordered on black.  Plates of thick, armored skin flexed as the giant took a step, more of its shape becoming clear as it moved.  An asymmetrical mini forest of spikes extruded from both shoulders and the back of the short, squat appendage that would be the neck on any other being.  Heavily muscled arms hung past its knees, each armed with long, glittering black, razor-sharp claws.  The head looked like the overdeveloped shell of some mutant crab, the armored forehead ridge jutting out over cavernous dark eye sockets.  The legs were almost horse like, if horses had red, scaled skin and clawed feet.  The thing was obviously male, excruciatingly, obviously male.  Eirwen shuddered and caught herself about to look away.  It would not do for the Princess of Summer to flinch before this visitor. 
   
 The tree shook as the thing stepped out of its circle and moved down the chiton pathway.  Each time one of the immense feet lifted, Eirwen could see the blackened outline of the appendage burnt into the seriously hard armor plating on the floor behind it.  Smoke curled from each charred footprint as it approached the queen of the realm with unhurried menace. 
   
 “Lord Belphagor,” Zinnia greeted the thing. 
   
 “Prince.  Prince Belphagor,” the thing rumbled back, more earthquake than voice. 
   
 “Apologies, Prince Belphagor,” her mother said smoothly.  Eirwen knew that Zinnia was absolutely and thoroughly versed in the demon’s rank. 
   
 “I would have expected this call from your sister, not you,” the demon said. 
   
 “Unusual times call for unusual solutions,” her mother said. 
   
 “You will provide passage?” the demon prince asked, skipping over any further attempt at niceties. 
   
 “In exchange for services rendered,” the queen said. 
   
 “Yes, you want the witchling.  The boy.” 
   
 “A small price to pay for an access to Earth that lies completely outside of your Accords,” her mother said. 
   
 “Not that small a price.  The boy is a great prize.  Many in the legions dream of possessing that one.  He is well guarded.” 
   
 “Are you not a demon prince of Hell?  How can any guard against you?”  
   
 “Ah, flattery.  My bread and butter.  It has no effect on me, Realm Witch.  Do you have a Way to the planet?” 
   
 “We have built a new one, at great expense,” her mother said.  Great expense indeed.  Zinnia had used her second remaining magic reservoir, leaving just one more in her arsenal.   “A previously uncut path to the world you seek.  You’ll be able to arrive in your natural form, not some meat shell of a human.  You would be among the first to achieve such.” 
   
 “Another attempted it not so long ago.  The Hand of God struck him down, even in his natural form.” 
   
 “Than he was unfit.  It is only right he has been removed from the cosmos.  It will be up to you as to whether you can survive and thrive.  I just want the boy.” 
   
 “The third realm holder?  Delivered into your grasp without risk,” the demon said, turning and looking at the surrounding soldiers.  “He has thinned your ranks more than we suspected.  I suppose this is the only way you can achieve your goal, isn’t it?” 
   
 Eirwen felt her mother stiffen, almost imperceptibly, yet she felt it nonetheless and very, very lightly moved her left hand where it held the side of her mother’s throne.  She was certain that her mother felt the motion, tiny that it was, against the back of her arm. The demon prince suddenly shifted his gaze to Eirwen. 
   
 “Ah, the heir apparent.  One-time bait for the boy, yet not able to draw him in,” Belphagor said. 
   
 “You are enjoying yourself greatly, Prince.  We wonder if you are actually desirous of achieving an agreement?” Zinnia asked. 
   
 “So sensitive, great queen.  We agree to your terms.  When will this new Way be ready?” 
   
 “Within a fortnight, Prince.  We will allow you passage.  You bring us the boy and then, and only then, you may march your legions to Earth.” 
   
 “Correction. You will allow passage to my agent.  She will bring you the boy.  Then I will lead the legions to Earth. The sun is setting upon the children of God,” the demon said, its form splintering into shards of black light that streaked back through the circle, leaving only the stench of brimstone behind. 
   
 “It seems rather drastic, Mother,” Eirwen said.  “Unleashing literal Hell on Earth, just to get one boy.” 
   
 “Replace the word boy with key, as in key to the cosmos, and then tell me if the price is too high.” 
   
 Eirwen wisely kept her own counsel as her mother’s attendants rushed to blow the brimstone stink out the royal chambers.  
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
 Author’s note: 
   
 Thanks to Susan Godrey, editor and Gareth Otton, artist extraordinaire. Obviously Summer Reign sets up our friends for some real challenges.  But the next book, as yet unnamed, in the series will actually be a collection of stories from some of our favorite characters, none of whom have had a chance to tell us their own tales from the Demon Accords.  After that we’ll get back to the main storyline.  I hope you enjoyed Summer Reign, and thanks for sticking around.  Be advised – there’s a lot left to tell.  Oh and I listened to a lot of Imagine Dragons while writing this.  My favorite song from ID?  Whatever It Takes.    JDC 
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