



Paranoid Mage Book Five: Sovereign Mage

The portal to the Night Lands is closed, and vampires are barred from Earth, but at a high cost. Not only does Callum have to deal with the fallout of the vampire race’s final spasms, but the political consequences of demonstrating his ability and willingness to attack portal worlds directly. The forces that were moving to control a weakened GAR have come out into the open, and Callum has to deal with stakes much higher than his personal freedom.

It's time to join with his allies and move to open conflict. Even the secret of supernatural presence on Earth is at play, and the Archmage’s Council and the Seven Lesser Courts threaten the very concept of human sovereignty. Everything comes down to removing the would-be tyrants, and so preserving the Earth as it should be.
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Chapter 1 - Exploration

“Any luck?” Lucy asked, as Callum opened his eyes.

“Not yet,” Callum said.

“Maybe the moon just isn’t the best place to find somewhere livable,” Lucy suggested.

“I suspect you’re right,” Callum agreed. “It can’t be coincidence that there were so many portal worlds that had perfectly breathable atmospheres on Earth’s surface. In the grand scheme of things, the surface takes up basically zero percent.”

Up to that point, he’d only been opening portals from the far side of the moon, thanks to the portal nexus he’d put on the moon’s surface, or in the dragonlands. There was no way he was risking the Earth with a passage to some terrible hellscape. Which had been the right choice, back when he’d first started. Now that he had some grasp of the subtleties of dimensional portal creation, it was probably time to experiment somewhere closer to home.

“Then we can stop crashing at Chester’s place,” he muttered, but Lucy just laughed.

“It’s not too bad here,” she said. “I like the house better, but not without water, or when it’s...” She pursed her lips. “Well, perched on a big dirt patch in the middle of nowhere.”

“Yeah,” Callum sighed. After GAR had found out where his bunker was in Mexico, he’d needed to move the entire house and cave-cache, but that meant there was no water or sewer. The electricity still worked, since he could feed his infinite-portal setup from the portal world connections. At least Chester’s people had repaired the damage from when the GAR hit squad had broken through the back door and wall.

“Alright, I think I’ve got enough juice for two more today.” Callum rubbed at his temples. He’d been wringing himself dry trying to find a useful portal, and even though it’d only been three days since he’d closed the Night Lands portal he was frustrated by his lack of progress.

The old adage was that when it rained, it poured. Callum had managed almost two years of relative quiet, time enough to train his own magic and learn a few tricks, but with the closure of the Night Lands portal everything was happening at once. He had to find new and useful portal worlds, he had relocate his house and his family, and he had to worry about the forces that were stirring in Faerie.

All that was almost too much to handle, but just handling it wasn’t enough. If all he did was react to their moves, he would never get anywhere. There were thousands of mages, entire Houses, and the Guild of Arcane Regulation that were still arrayed against him. Worse, they had no compunctions about targeting ordinary people, even if it was just to punish him.

There was an enormous amount to do, both for himself and his allies, but it all started with the portal worlds. An untouched but habitable portal world would be an unassailable redoubt for him and, potentially, his allies. If he could find multiple
 ones, even better.

“For luck,” Lucy said, leaning over to give him a kiss. He held her close for a moment, then released her and focused on his spatial perceptions.

The moon nexus had grown to fifteen connections. Three were connected to space drones – one of which was actually in the dragonlands – and one each to a drone located in the Night Lands and the Deep Wilds. The rest were in more conventional remotes scattered throughout the world.

If he tried to run his senses through all of them it’d overwhelm him instantly, so for the most part he restricted his passive perception to his cave cache and whichever drone he was working with. That did run the risk of someone happening across one of the drones while he wasn’t paying attention, but they were all parked somewhere normally inaccessible. Inside a duct, in a space between walls, or inside some forgotten junction box on an overgrown property, whatever place seemed the safest.

He selected the drone he kept in Australia, in the vicinity of Portal World Five, and teleported the little frame he used for dimensional portal tests down there. Since he never knew what would be on the other end of the portal, he only ever opened it inside a box with six inch thick steel walls. Even that probably wasn’t really sufficient, but it was the best he had.

Making a new dimensional portal required pushing vis through four different foci that each created a braided torus, doing most of the heavy lifting while he got the angles and sizes exactly right. Lucy had actually printed out a wireframe of the best working portal structure for him, one that consistently connected to portal worlds with mana, to make it even easier to compare structures and make sure he was doing it right. A physical example was far easier than trying to parse models on a screen.

When he’d used that structure on the moon, it’d gone to a section of alien space with what looked like stone discs floating around in vacuum. But he’d seen that some portal worlds were far smaller than a planet — the Deep Wilds and Night Lands both seemed to be fairly limited — and there probably wasn’t actually anything outside that liminal space. The concept of a reality simply stopping bothered him, but that seemed to be how it worked. The distance between Earth and the Moon was larger than a planet, so he was tentatively thinking that opening the same kind of portal from Earth’s surface might go somewhere else entirely.

He double-checked the model and then shoved his vis into the portal structure, his teeth gritted and hands gripping the chair arms as he focused. The portal strained against space, ripping open a hole to a different dimension, and his perceptions found mana and atmosphere on the other side. The destination wasn’t even that much distorted from normal space, which was one reason he’d been focusing on that variant. The atmosphere was proof that he’d been right, and that the same portal structure let him access different places depending on where he opened it. He teleported a drone through, and looked at the feed.

What he saw was a massive stretch of water and rock, glimmering in bright light from something very like a sun overhead. Grey stone outcroppings jutted up from what looked to be a shallow ocean, with sand breaching the surface here and there. Small straggles of green clung to the sides of the juts, which was the only speck of color on them.

It wasn’t really that promising, but neither was it terrible. The sound of rushing water came through the microphone, and on closer inspection it seemed the tide was coming in. Or going out. It was flowing at a tremendous pace, scouring away and depositing sand at a visible rate. Callum winced, thinking about how much force that water had, but it wasn’t something horrifying like the sun-eyed beast he’d seen in one of his first portal explorations.

“Hey, it worked!” Lucy said, peering over his shoulder. “It doesn’t look too bad.”

“Not at all,” Callum agreed. “Not exactly somewhere to live, but at least a place to survey for enchantment material. I’ll leave a drone there.” If nothing else, it’d be great as a mana source to keep his nexus stable and give him extra sustainability through his gut portal. “And I’ll also put out the habitability test.”

They didn’t have any fancy chemical analysis hardware, but just because it looked
 like normal sky and greenery didn’t mean it was actually safe to breathe the air or drink the water. The simplest expedient was to just teleport a cage with a couple mice over to the portal world and observe. If they didn’t keel over and die or grow extra heads or anything, it was probably relatively safe.

Going somewhere himself would take more than that, but if he wanted to start providing alternate portal worlds for his allies, all he needed was something with value. A full House of mages could wring inestimable value from a portal world that was useless to him. He let the dimensional portal drop, relaxing as the vis drain vanished and the drone stayed in contact through its own portal anchor. So far he hadn’t had any issues connecting to portal worlds when the initial dimensional connection was severed, but he didn’t trust that would always be the case.

“Guess we aren’t going to be having a beach day,” Lucy said as she studied the drone’s feed. “Kind of bleak, now that I look at it closer. Not even that warm.” The slightly unreliable thermometer/barometer combination attached to the side of the drone reported it was in the mid fifties, which wasn’t much warmer than Chester’s compound in Nebraska.

“It’s better than vacuum,” Callum said. “And I don’t see any monsters. Nasty tidal scour though so maybe it’s not surprising nothing’s around.” Not that portal worlds seemed to need a true ecology. It was all mana fueled, or a consequence of the weirdness of the liminal physics that governed them.

“Well, go on,” Lucy said, nudging him with her elbow. “Get another drone in there so we can go exploring. It’s a whole different world! One that isn’t scary!”

Callum laughed and searched for a spare drone he could use to surveil the portal world, and pulled the one out of the west coast. He hadn’t really needed it, and he could always put it back later. Leaving the first drone by their test mice, he scooted over so Lucy could sit beside him and pilot the other one around.

From high up in the air, the tidal plain seemed to be endless, with no actual ocean or even a moon in sight to cause the water’s movement. It could have been a giant river, too, but something about it reminded Callum more of tidal estuaries and saltwater marshes. Maybe it was just the dearth of plant life.

Lucy steered the drone forward, the lightweight machine bobbling in the occasional gust of wind. There were no landmarks of note, just lots of the rock spurs poking twenty to fifty feet out of the sand wand water. In a way it all looked the same, but a few minutes later he was pretty sure it was actually identical.

“Fly down closer to that island there,” Callum said, pointing at the screen. Sure enough, as the drone got closer, they could make out the mouse cage and the other drone resting on the bare rock. It seemed like the space wrapped around itself, and if it was the same in every direction the whole thing was probably no more than twenty or thirty square miles.

“That is a heck of a thing,” Lucy said, laughing. “It’s tiny! Itty bitty pocket world.”

“Yeah, it’s kinda weird,” Callum agreed, shaking his head at the screen. It implied there were maybe hundreds or thousands of such pocket dimensions, but most of them would probably be worthless. Though he wouldn’t mind a ten square mile pocket world if it was nicer than a desolate tidal plain.

“Any enchanting materials though? I guess they wouldn’t be bane material since there’s nothing really here.” They still had a drone in the Night Lands to collect mordite since that was the easiest enchanting material to get, especially with Callum’s abilities, but a more reliable and private source would be a gold mine.

“Don’t know yet, I’ll have to—” Callum cut off as another mage bubble appeared in the range of his perceptions, accompanied by a fae. Not inside the little cabin they were staying at, but at the teleportation area that Chester had set up for the American Alliance. It was an archmage, which demonstrated to Callum why it wasn’t good to have an unsecured teleport inside secure territory. That archmage was probably Hargrave or Taisen, but someone else could wreak all kinds of havoc.

“What is it?” Lucy asked, tensing and reaching out to grip his arm.

“Archmage visit with fae companion,” Callum replied, wrapping a teleportation framework around himself, Lucy and Alex, his son being absorbed in some toy cars off to one side. “I doubt it’s just social.”

“Not like there isn’t enough going on,” Lucy muttered, maneuvering the drone to land again in a sheltered spit of stone.

“Yeah.” Callum stood, reaching over to close the laptop. It wasn’t like what he was doing was secret, but he wasn’t quite prepared to tip his hand that he had a pocket dimension ready to go. Even if it wasn’t viable for habitation, it’d make a good source for feeder portals. “Might as well go see what the crisis is.”

“Look on the bright side,” Lucy said, going over to Alex. “It might not be a crisis.”

“It might not,” Callum admitted, but he didn’t believe it.

“Come on sweetie, we have to go check with Uncle Chester. We’ll be back in a little bit.” Alexander picked up his car and held his hands out, and Lucy scooped him up.

“Sorry I’ve been so busy, Alex,” Callum told his son. “We’ll play some games tonight after dinner.”

“Gravity tag!” Alex demanded instantly, and Callum ruffled his hair.

“Sure, kiddo, sounds good to me!” Normally it wasn’t too difficult to catch a two-year-old when playing tag. When that two-year-old could and did literally bounce off the walls, and ceiling, it was a lot more athletic proposition.

They shrugged on their coats to make the short trudge between buildings. While Callum could have teleported or portaled them easily enough, it was a pretty rude thing to do in someone else’s house. Besides which, he didn’t want to pop in on an archmage unannounced in case said archmage was twitchy. Callum still hadn’t cracked any kind of useful shield.

By the time that they reached the main mini-mansion in the compound, Chester and Lisa were in the front room with the archmage. Callum had a moment of uncertainty, thinking maybe it was presumptuous to think that his presence was necessary, but the shifter hanging out in the front room waved them onward. Sometimes it was weird interacting with people whose senses were good enough that they were functionally better than his spatial perceptions.

"Thanks, Gregory!" Lucy said, and Alex waved at the guard. Somehow even his son
 seemed to know more shifters than Callum did.

When they entered the sitting room that was the default meeting area, Callum was somewhat relieved to see the archmage in question was Taisen. He wasn’t sure he actually liked the man, but Taisen was a straight shooter and someone Callum could respect. It was far easier to deal with someone who was all business than political creatures. The fae accompanying him was another matter, and after a few moments of staring, Callum finally placed her.

“Oh, it’s you,” said Lucy. He glanced at her and then back to the fae.

“You two know each other?” He asked. Callum only knew her as the somewhat creepy fishwoman-looking agent who’d tried to interview him what felt like lifetimes ago. Which didn’t exactly endear her to him, but Taisen had also started on the other side. Even Hargrave had. It was one of the difficulties of dealing with what was essentially a combination of revolution and civil war.

“She was the one who interrogated me,” Lucy said, eyes narrowed. Taisen opened his mouth to say something, but the fae was quicker. She held up a digital tablet with text written on it.


“I want to apologize,”
 it read. “At the time, I was working for GAR and I thought you all were simply criminals. It was only later that I found out how much corruption there was within GAR. It isn’t an excuse
 , but it is the only explanation I can offer.”


“…huh.” Callum wasn’t sure what to say to that. Neither Taisen nor Hargrave had exactly apologized
 for their prior opposition of him, both seeming to view it as the inevitable consequence of high level politics. “Up to you.”

“Hm,” said Lucy, holding onto Alex’s hand. “I’m not exactly a fan.” She took a longer look at the fae, who was clearly upset. The fae wiped the tablet and scribbled something else, holding it up again.


“Please,”
 it read. “My partner is in danger.”


Lucy frowned, studying the fae further. Callum was glad he was rubbing off on her, because anyone could come in with a sob story. Admittedly, Taisen’s presence made it more believable, but they weren’t obligated to interfere in strictly supernatural affairs. After a few moments Lucy took a deep breath and let it out, then nodded sharply.

“We’re willing to listen.”

“The reason we’re here is that we need your expertise,” Taisen said, getting straight to the point. “Or rather, we need The Ghost’s abilities.”

Callum exchanged glances with Lucy. She shrugged, and let Alex go run over to Chester. It seemed like it was going to be the sort of discussion that a small child didn’t need to be part of, and Chester was obscenely good with kids, mage or shifter. Callum tried to take notes, but Chester’s prowess was obviously just knowledge from being however many years old and helping to raise however many generations.

They took their seats on the couch, Taisen and the fae woman settling in across from them. Chester and Lisa stayed off to the side, clearly keeping an eye on things but mostly taking care of Alex. Callum took Lucy’s hand, looking at Taisen and the fae.

“So what is it you need The Ghost to do?”

“This is Felicia Black,” Taisen introduced the fae. “She doesn’t tend to speak in mixed company because of her particular heritage.” Lucy’s grip tightened on his at that, but she didn’t add anything. “A few days before you closed the Night Lands portal, she was looking into that video threatening your child that was leaked, along with her partner Raymond Danforth.” It seemed like lifetimes ago that Callum had seen the recording of fae threatening Alex, but just mentioning it brought it fresh into his mind once again. “Ray went missing in Faerie,” Taisen continued. “And we have reason to suspect he was abducted by one of the Courts.”

Callum frowned. That was not exactly the sort of request that he had been anticipating. He’d thought there would be more fallout from the vampire attacks, which he knew was still a looming issue as mundane governments investigated things. Not that he was going to make any moves against
 the poor saps trying to find out what was going on, but helping move supernaturals en masse was definitely something he could do.

“I’m not unsympathetic,” he said slowly. “But my encounters with the fae have shown me that they’re very
 difficult to deal with. No offense intended. It’s a kind of magic I can’t really be sure of dealing with, and I’ve never even touched Faerie itself.” He did feel he had some responsibility, if Ray and Felicia were investigating on his behalf, but he wasn’t going to stick his head in the magical blender for them.


“You have some way to remain hidden from fae senses,”
 Felicia wrote on her tablet, as a statement of fact rather than a question.

“Sure, but I don’t know how well that’d work in Faerie proper,” Callum said. “And even then, it’s not all-powerful. I would need something that was better proof against fae magic than one item that I can’t really even trust.” In fact, he would prefer not to engage with Faerie at all, but that ship had sailed. If he wanted to get out ahead of events, and all the people buddied up with the Houses still backing GAR, he needed the ability to operate in Faerie too.

“I’m going to need something that is definite
 proof against fae magic.”

***

Felicia Black regarded the man on the other side of the table. Though she had been introduced to him as Callum Wells, it was difficult to think of him as anything other than The Ghost. Even now she could feel the power gathered around him and his wife both, making them feel like they were barely there.

Part of her was surprised that he was meeting them in person at all, but she supposed they
 had come to him
 . Actually, to Alpha Chester, who well knew the power of playing host to someone like The Ghost, but they were the ones on foreign territory. Considering how he operated, it seemed likely using Chester as intermediary was a grudging compromise.

What the Ghost asked was not unreasonable. She still didn’t know how he managed all his infiltration, but the magic of humans and the magic of the fae was different enough that a powerful enough fae might be able to stymie him. Especially a fae from the Seven Lesser Courts, whose princes were indistinguishable from their holdings. Even if The Ghost was as inconspicuous as a flea, a flea of human magic would still be something they noticed. And would deal with.


“There may be something I can do,”
 she wrote, slowly and reluctantly.

Felicia knew that The Ghost was the only one who could get Ray out. It wasn’t just her experience as a detective but her instincts as a fae screaming at her about the sheer weight of The Ghost’s story. There were thieves and assassins from Faerie, of course, but they had their own interests and lacked the potent history of both justice and subterfuge The Ghost had. Nor would a human demand something as insidious as a fae’s idea of payment. Not that they’d even discussed remuneration yet, but it was clear he wanted something that would permanently
 protect him from the fae.

There was no question she had to find and rescue Ray. The worry gnawed at her gut, and showed itself in her voice. In a way it wasn’t a very fae-like thing to admit to, but that was one reason why she’d left. Her path was something closer to human, and Ray had been her constant companion through the whole thing. Their relationship was still a little ambiguous, and purposely so, but now she’d come to a critical point. Not just for them, but for her own story and sense of identity. She had to decide what she was willing to sacrifice for Ray.

“What did you have in mind?” Wells asked, his face a cold mask of life and death.


“I would ask that this does not leave this room,”
 she wrote, rather than answering directly.

"We all have secrets," he agreed easily, then cast a glance over to where Alpha Chester’s mate was playing with his offspring. She smiled at them and picked up the child, bouncing him lightly and distracting him from the conversation.

“We’ll go get a snack,” she said, and closed the door behind her as she left.


“I suspect I cannot cast anything on you directly,”
 she wrote. Most mages actually could take fae enchantment fairly well, since their magic was concentrated into their shells, but Wells was another story. Rather like Archmage Huitzilin, his power blazed inside his body, utterly rejecting anything foreign. “However, I can create a token that would shroud you as you wish.”


“You can make something that would stand up to fae kings?” Wells asked, his voice admirably neutral. She didn’t blame him for his skepticism.


“There is a reason I asked for secrecy,”
 she said, and put down her tablet.

She had known this moment was inevitable. Her time as a civilian on Earth couldn’t last forever, and the moment that they’d left GAR the clock had begun ticking. By nature she would be drawn to the agents of change, but she didn’t think she’d be forced into things this way. Felicia took a deep breath and then let it out. Even if the people in the room kept it secret, there was no way to take back what she was doing. No mantle, once donned, could be shed freely.

“I am Felicity Niflungr Blackblood, daughter of King Oberon and Queen Mab.” Her words hung in the air, crystallizing the magic of Faerie around her. She reached up and plucked a hair from her head, holding it up before her. “By my authority I bestow upon The Ghost the mantle of Chosen of Oberon and Agent of Mab, so that no fae magic shall find him without his choosing, nor any child of Faerie raise their hand against him without peril.”

The hair braided itself together, growing and knitting itself into a long black cloak as the weight of Faerie draped itself over Felicia’s shoulders. She didn’t have the power for something like that herself, nothing near it. But as a princess of the fae, she could ask Faerie itself to provide. It was a mantle she had shunned her whole life, both because she’d seen what easy power did to people and because she knew what responsibilities came with it. But to save Ray, she had to finally take up her birthright.

Archmage Taisen stared at her after she spoke, since she’d never breathed a word about it to him. Even Ray had only hints, and she was glad he’d never pressed since she wasn’t sure she could have avoided telling him. Though that was moot now, and he would know when he returned. And he would.

She met Wells gaze, and even through the mask of The Ghost he seemed shocked or impressed. Lucy was less restrained, and she looked absolutely gobsmacked. Chester was the one that seemed the most unflappable, but she caught a gleam in his eye — or maybe it was an intuition from the mantle she had finally acknowledged.

Felicia held out the cloak, which was embroidered with a winged black cat, facing away. It was somewhat embarrassing as a personal symbol, but it would change in time. She had
 turned her back on the mantle and fled; but now that she had taken it up, that would change. Eventually.

“I have never seen magic do that,” Wells said at length. “It’s not as vis-dense as I would have thought for what it does — that is to say, what it is supposed to do.” He half-asked, raising his eyebrows at her.

“It is not quite as powerful as it may seem,” she confessed, continuing to use her voice as she felt the effects of her declaration continue to settle in. “It is certainly not a completely invulnerable defense. But it should be potent enough.”

Wells still didn’t take it, looking at it intensely with his eyes narrowed. She didn’t know what he was looking for, but eventually he nodded to himself. He stood up and held out his hand. She passed the cloak over, and he nearly dropped it.

“It’s heavy,” he said with surprise.

“A mantle always is,” Felicia agreed.

“Hm.” Wells considered the cloak, examining the feline heraldry, then looked at her. “A mantle? What sort of obligations come with what you said — Chosen of Oberon and Agent of Mab?”

Both the fae and the investigator parts of her were pleased that he wasn’t accepting the offer without reservation. That was exactly the right question to ask, though she was not so crass as to try and tie The Ghost with an unwanted binding. Though she doubted she could, even if she wanted to.

“I charge you with only one: to find and retrieve Raymond Danforth,” Felicia said. That wasn’t how she normally talked, but it was required. She was not speaking as the private investigator, but the princess. “Beyond that, it will only be revoked should The Ghost refuse a direct order from Queen Mab.”

“Interesting.” He didn’t don it yet, and Taisen spoke up for the first time.

“This is as much a surprise to me as to you,” he said, looking at Felicia before turning back to Wells. “However, I can vouch that such an artifact couldn’t be created if there were any untruth to it. Or rather, that kind of magic works because
 it is true, or becomes truth. Not common outside of the actual royals. Which I suppose Agent Black is.” He cast her another glance.

“I see.” Wells draped the cloak over his arm. “If this works as promised, then I am willing to help. What can you tell me about Faerie, who might be holding him, and where?”




Chapter 2 – Faerie

Callum didn’t entirely trust the cloak, though he had to admit the pageantry around it was impressive. It also further established that fae magic was complete nonsense; there had not been nearly
 enough vis to form solid matter out of nothing, so far as he could tell. And it was real matter too, not just conjured pseudo-matter.

He knew his ability to perceive magic was better than most mage senses, barring some of the tools that the Guild of Enchantment made, but he was pretty sure that the complexities of what went into the cloak were beyond even what he could tell. Not that he’d be able to unravel it anyway, since it was all rippling faerie magic, flowing and liquid.

As Felicia had said, the magic didn’t actually affect him directly. He could see how its magic simply rolled off his vis. Exactly how it functioned was a mystery, but if it provided its protection without having to actually touch him with the faerie magic he was a lot more comfortable with using it.

One of Chester’s people brought in drinks and a new type of cheese cracker that Lisa had made, as Taisen and Felicia explained a bit about Faerie. Obviously they couldn’t get into all the complexities of the politics and local scene, any more than he could have given a full explanation of the full history and culture of the United States in a few minutes’ briefing, but they did cover the high points.

The Seven Lesser Courts were, despite their name, fairly powerful, and charged with relations between Earth and Faerie. Deeper in, the fae got stranger and reality bent more thoroughly, to the point where it wasn’t safe for humans to even exist. So the Lesser Courts had gotten fairly close to the various mage Houses, gaining power from being the gateway for fae who wanted to pass over to Earth and from dealing with the stories and goods the humans themselves brought. Not just the individual fae, Callum understood, but the entire domains benefitted from the process.

“So they’ve allied themselves with this sort of shadow council that’s taken control of what’s left of GAR,” Taisen concluded. “Probably for broader access to Earth. I suppose it’s obvious, but without people like Hargrave and myself, there isn’t much pressure to keep supernaturals limited. It’s not like they
 live here and have to deal with the would-be conquerors they’re sending our way.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Callum acknowledged. It was the same pattern that had happened millions of times throughout history. “But why did they target Ray, specifically? It doesn’t seem related, unless it’s just part of being anti-you.”


“Because of me
 ,” Felicia wrote. She’d returned to using her tablet after squaring away the issue of the cloak. “Not only am I a valuable piece if they could somehow get ahold of me, but my being on Earth is problem for any claim they would wish to stake.
 Faerie’s magic itself would recognize me over them.
 So they wish to draw me away from my chosen world.”


Callum grunted. Supernatural politics again, but it made some kind of distant sense. He preferred to avoid that kind of thing, but he could see an opportunity when it strolled up and smacked him in the face. Supporting Felicia as the global interface between fae and humans was a far-ranging move, but it was clear someone
 needed to be there, the way that the Fae operated.

“So I get Ray back, and they don’t have any leverage on you. That means you could
 stand opposed to them and it’d matter. Them being, the people who have been invading Earth these past couple years, and not playing nice with humanity.”


“I don’t have an army,”
 she wrote.

“No, but you have legitimacy, and an Alliance with a vested interest in keeping things from going too far,” Callum said, making a circle of the room with his finger.


“I’ll consider what I can do.”
 Felicia wrote slowly, her lips pressed tight. Callum was a little bit sympathetic, because he understood what it was like to have to completely discard everything and start a new life. If anything, she had his respect for being willing to sacrifice her career and identity for the sake of her lover.

It was a better reason than his.

“Well, if this cloak works as advertised than we might as well get started,” Callum concluded. "Generally I don’t have witnesses, but in this case having someone who knows Faerie and who and what we might be looking at will help a lot. Chester, do you have a space where we can set up a bunch of monitors?”

“Of course I do,” Chester said easily. “You don’t think we have movie night?”

“I know the place,” Lucy laughed. “Can you pull over the monitors and my laptop, dear?”

“Sure,” Callum said, standing up. The war room would probably have been slightly better for what they were doing, but he wasn’t ready to extend that much trust yet. True, the house would be moved at some point, but the thought of strangers in his home was just too much.

They all trooped over to another part of the sprawling not-a-mansion, where there was a large blank wall with a projector, and Callum teleported half a dozen spare monitors over along with Lucy’s laptop. She fiddled with the connections as he plugged in the electronics, watch by a bemused Taisen and Felicia. Chester was more used to it, and he helped to sort everything out. Despite all that magic could do, getting electronics cables into their proper slots was still a tedious task.

Lucy connected to their wifi through one of the portal anchors, and Callum reported on which drone he was using. They didn’t have one in Faerie itself, but he did keep one near enough to the Faerie portal that he could get there in short order. He wasn’t entirely comfortable showing people the entire process, but it was broadly known that he had surveillance capabilities. Besides, it wasn’t obvious exactly how all the moving pieces operated.

Soon enough there was an image from the camera feed up on the overhead projector, with other angles on the smaller monitors. It was kind of arbitrary which camera was the primary one, but it was easier to have a front and a back so he could orient himself when he moved it around. The image blurred and refocused in short bursts as he used his Alcubierre trick to move the drone from its post in Luxembourg to the GPS coordinates of the portal in Germany.

“So what made you go to join Archmage Taisen instead of sticking with GAR?” Callum heard Lucy ask. He doubted anyone else present realized how much courage that took, given how much her bout in GAR custody had affected her. The sound of Felicia’s stylus scrawling on her tablet sounded as he approached the Faerie portal.

It had more infrastructure around it than any of the others. In fact, it was a small town in the middle of the Black Forest, entirely shrouded in glamours of the fae sort. It looked pleasant enough, closer to normal than what he’d seen in some of the enclaves, but he knew there was some catch to it.

The portal itself was in the center, set inside an arrangement of standing stones, and despite it being in the open air there was enough structured magic in the air that he knew it wasn’t unguarded. If anything it was more thoroughly protected than the Night Lands portal had been, between the actual magic and the small fae that seemed to make the standing stones their home. Small in stature, but he could sense the density of vis inside them and knew they were heavy hitters.

This was the first test of the cloak. He felt a little silly wearing the thing but, if it worked like it was supposed to, the drone would be no more noticeable to the fae than it would have been to humans. The wording that Felicia had used was his magic
 was invisible, not his devices, and he wasn’t about to get overconfident.

“Alright, silent mode,” he said, cutting into Lucy’s quiet conversation with Felicia about Ray. He hadn’t been watching directly, but he’d gathered from Lucy’s half of the conversation that they’d been abused by the bureaucracy. A part of him thought that was only appropriate, but he stepped on that pretty firmly.

Lucy cut the power to the drone’s propellers, and he teleported the machine into an appropriately-sized chimney with the flue closed, close enough for him to sense his way through the portal. The other side was also surrounded by standing stones, though they were far more impressive than the Earth equivalent.

Instead of six or eight feet, they were six or eight stories tall, though at the same time the space around them twisted so they didn’t quite take up the space something that big ought to. There was also really nothing to demarcate any difference between structured fae magic and the ordinary background of the portal world. The mana flowed every which way in constantly-changing structures, as if the entire area was under one big enchantment. Which it might well be.

He located a likely hiding spot, inside a small hollow of brush at the base of one of the stones, and teleported the drone in. Then he waited, seeing if any alarm would be raised, or any magical response would come. The lack of any attention on the Earth side was hopeful, but Faerie itself was the real test.

“That is impressive,” Taisen said, watching the display flicker between locations. The main display didn’t show much at the moment, just some too-green grass, but the overhead camera showed the venerable-looking standing stones framed against a painfully blue sky with absolutely picturesque clouds. “Even though I know you can move around that way, seeing it is striking.”

“Faerie looks ridiculously story-book,” Callum said, more or less ignoring Taisen’s comment.

“Yeah, everything there is exaggerated,” Lucy agreed. “I mean, it’s pretty and all, but look at it too long and it seems kind of weird.”


“
 Felicia says that given time, the land will adapt to the inhabitants,”
 Lucy reported, since Callum couldn’t spare his attention to twist around and read the tablet.

“No time for sightseeing, alas,” Callum replied, and looked at the map that Taisen had provided. The human region sprawled out from the portal location, over five hundred square miles of House compounds and acreage, farms and vineyards of various sorts. All of it had been stabilized by Duvall, which gave him a serious perspective on what longevity could accomplish.

The Seven Lesser Courts were roughly east, whereas to the west was a massive feral wilderness. Not that direction worked right in faerie. The digital compass built into the drone kept blinking different orientations even as it sat still, magic bending whatever magnetic field there might be into transient knots. There were landmarks, though, and by comparing Taisen’s map to the standing stones he managed to figure out which direction was which.

No fae came by to investigate the drone and no particularly noticeable magic seemed to target it. They hadn’t left GAR-controlled lands, so Callum wasn’t completely convinced the cloak was working, but the early signs were promising. Since the infiltration seemed to be working, he began teleporting his remote through the countryside.

It was like going through a combination of the best parts of New Zealand, Europe, China, and America – and those were just the inspirations that he recognized. Despite the human area ultimately not being all that
 large, it was absolutely packed with grottos and groves and waterfalls and mist-shrouded spires. There wasn’t a single spot that was just ordinary landscape.

Once he got far enough out, an area that was supposed to be mostly agrarian, he lifted the drone with gravitykinesis and tugged it in the direction of the border. The pseudo-Alcubierre effect he was so used to drained his vis, and a few seconds later he let it go. The landscape that snapped into view was quite different than the one they’d left, with no actual ground visible under a massive tangled carpet of roots the size of houses, twining up to a mountain-scale tree in the distance.

“The Court of Prince Galivrick,” Taisen said, as a flock of what Callum would swear were Pteranodons flew past the camera feed. “Probably not where he is, but we’ll have to check anyway.”

“Finding one person in something that size,” Callum sighed, looking over at his guests. “We’ll take a look, and eavesdrop. What’s the difference between a fae prince and fae king anyway?”


“There is only one king in Faerie,”
 Felicia wrote, her mouth set into a hard line. “I may not know exactly where he could be but I know how they think. Ray would be a ‘guest’ of the
 prince himself. There will be a gilded cage in the
 prince’s estate, and Ray will be there. If not this
 Court, than another.”


“That’s better than having to sweep the entire place,” Callum said, somewhat relieved. It was one thing to commit to help, it was another to see the scope of a city-sized region and know he had to find a single person within it. Even with his perceptions and assuming that Ray was going to stand out thanks to the mage bubble, it would have taken ages. More than a day, and he definitely intended to keep his promise to Alex and set aside time to play with his son.

Part of him would really have liked to look around at the enormous variety of ridiculous wildlife that inhabited the sky and the ground in Faerie. He was pretty sure he spotted not only dinosaurs, but absolutely mythical wildlife like gryphons and unicorns. Of all the portal worlds, Faerie seemed closest to an actual magical
 world, but he didn’t have the time to marvel at the causal wonders it held.

Callum tugged at space again and the drone blurred right up to the tree, stopping pressed against a trunk with bark that was five hundred feet thick. He began teleporting the drone upward, still on the lookout for any possible hue or cry thanks to the drone’s presence, but none of the animals paid the tiny drone any heed. Of course, he kept it as hidden as possible, but with the fae he doubted that would have been enough by itself.

The crown of the tree was practically a city of its own, but from the cameras he could tell exactly where the Prince’s dwelling was. The biggest, fanciest dwelling, half-grown and half-carved, in the center of the canopy. He made a beeline right for it, jumping the drone from roof to roof or hollow to hollow, keeping as circumspect as he could even though he couldn’t exactly hide his magic. It was the cloak that made the subterfuge possible.

A few minutes later he was inside an astoundingly extravagant complex. Not exactly a building or a palace, not with the way it was integrated into an enormous branch of a living tree, but close enough. The sheer scope of the mana moving about was intimidating, swirling and flowing and dancing through the gold and silver and frescoed glass, but it seemed to pass right through or maybe around his vis threads. The fae prince himself was obvious even if he wasn’t actually inside Callum’s perceptions. The density of the mana pointed right to him, shifting as the prince moved about his palace.

There were dozens of rooms, pools, groves, and dark oubliettes within the palace, but Callum was looking for non-fae. It wasn’t until he’d gotten further into the sprawl of rooms that he found someone who wasn’t part of the actual Court. But it wasn’t a mage. There was a small set of what Callum could only characterize as apartments with a bunch of normal people.

“Well,” he said grimly. “This is something else I need to deal with. We have to get them out of there.”

“Well, maybe,” Lucy said, watching the camera feed. The drone was parked in a high corner, atop a bookshelf, with a view of a young man happily painting the view from the balcony outside his apartment. “Doesn’t look
 like he needs a rescue.”

“They’re just ordinary people,” Callum said with a sigh. “Probably making the best of a bad situation. Or completely brainwashed.”

“Or they made a deal,” Lucy pointed out. “The Department of Acquisitions isn’t the only way people run into the supernatural. I mean, sure, some of them might be prisoners here but do you want to assume that about everyone?
 ” There was a pause and the sound of Felicia’s stylus as Callum navigated the drone through the apartments. “Okay that’s a good point,” Lucy said, and Callum glanced away from the feeds.


“Some of them might only be alive due to the influence of Faerie,”
 Felicia had written. “I know that some of the Lesser Courts have poets from centuries past, only still alive thanks to their bargains.”


“That makes things more complicated,” Callum asked, taking another look at the man on the drone feed. He didn’t look familiar, and his art didn’t strike any chord, but for all he knew that guy might be some ancient Dutch master, preserved like a fly in amber. “If there are people there that don’t want to be, they should be helped, but you’re right. If it’s something they chose I’ve got no right to mess with it.” He rubbed at his temples.

“It’s something you’ll have to sort, I think,” he said to Felicia. “You’re right, it’s too complicated for me to figure out. Just assuming these people are victims is reductive, but some of them certainly are
 .” Felicia’s face firmed into stern resolution and she nodded. He was glad that she was willing to commit, because while he wasn’t going to make it a condition of his help, he was more than willing to heap work on someone who’d stepped up as a person of authority.


“I will address it as soon as it becomes possible,”
 she wrote, and he continued on. There was a core or so of humans in the palace, but no mages, so Callum left them alone and moved on. The map of Faerie was vague, but that was because of the spatial twisting that made things harder to get through. Which, amusingly, didn’t matter to him since he could teleport straight past any contorted maze that separated one point from another.

If Galivrick’s court was effectively elves, then the next Court was pretty much dwarves. Not that it was coincidence, since the fae adapted human stories. The mountain stronghold, the abundance of gold and silver, the short and stocky fae populating the galleries of stone. All of it was such a direct copy of fiction that Callum found it actually uninteresting
 , for all the fantastical nature of it. The architect in him was fascinated, but there wasn’t all that much cleverness in the structure; rather, all the effort had been put into the frills and decoration.

The mountain city had its own version of a palace, a suite of enormous rooms at the center of the network of mines and elevators, but there were no mages there, either. There was
 some sort of oubliette near the back, inside of which was something that looked exceedingly nasty, a spider crossed with a cutlery shop, but he couldn’t tell whether it was a prisoner or a beast to be fed. Or if there was really any difference.

“You know, you could do an awful lot of information gathering with this,” Taisen noted. “I’m not exactly a spymaster but if nobody’s noticed your devices by now then you could find every little secret these people have.”

“I guess so, but that’s not what I do,” Callum said distractedly, trying to pay attention to Felicia’s tablet while scanning both with his eyes and his senses. “Internal affairs aren’t my business. It’s threats to ordinary people, or to myself.”


“The mantle is for The Ghost,”
 Felicia wrote. “That creates certain limitations.”


“Ah,” said Taisen, enlightened. Callum nodded. He didn’t exactly have specific limitations on The Ghost, but spying on people for any purpose but planning a method of execution was off the table. The Ghost was not someone else’s tool.

Getting out of the mountain required as much time as getting in, since he couldn’t just Alcubierre his way out of it, but soon enough the drone was free and he reoriented himself on the map. The Seven Lesser Courts formed a sort of semicircle around the mage lands, though the way that space itself could shift meant that wasn’t exactly a solid border. The boundaries between each Court were a contorted mess that, without teleportation, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to navigate.

The third target was at least somewhat more interesting. Callum didn’t recognize the source material, but it was a great gloomy wood with stone-brick towns and cities built in under the dark canopies of the enormous trees. They weren’t mountain-sized, but they easily met or surpassed redwoods, even if they looked more like ancient oaks.

It was all overdone gothic architecture, which he rather wished he had time to look at more closely. But he didn’t have time to transcribe the designs, instead working his way inward toward the center of the Court. It was an enormous castle complex that was practically city all to itself, linked to outlying castles and towers with bridges and buttresses.

Callum teleported the drone through the area, stretching his thousand-foot-plus sensory range to its limits as he looked for where the prisoners might be. He accidentally stumbled across a vault, which had literal tons
 of various magical and nonmagical riches, along with a goodly amount of corite locked away in thick-walled steel boxes. Tempting as it was, he wasn’t there to steal things, so he moved on.

It wasn’t until he got to one of the towers that was surrounded by fae spatial contortions that he struck paydirt. The presence of a mage bubble had him convinced he’d found his target even before he teleported the drone into range. Callum parked it on the top of a bookshelf, behind some kind of potted plant, just in case the mage happened to be looking in that direction. One of the unfortunate aspects of mage bubbles was that he had no insight into lines of sight or attention, which made them harder to work around than other supernaturals.

While Felicia’s cloak seemed to work well enough against fae, he’d underestimated the sensitivity of mage senses. There was nothing shielding his magic from mage perceptions, and while they didn’t have the range and sensitivity of his passive abilities they were hardly blind. Despite how small the teleport was, and the drone itself was, it was enough to attract some attention. The figure mostly obscured by the plant’s gold and red leaves turned around, and a pulse of vis swept out from the mage.

“Dammit,” Callum cursed, castigating himself for his carelessness. He’d been too worried about fae noticing him to remember about mages. “We’ve been noticed. Better hope that’s him.” If it wasn’t, Callum doubted that the mage could keep him from ‘porting the drone away, and it wasn’t likely anyone would connect some unknown bit of magic with The Ghost snooping around, but he didn’t trust to chance.

He caught a glimpse of a face through the gaps in the plant, blurry because of the lack of focus and, while he didn’t recognize it, Felicia visibly brightened. She hastily scribbled on the tablet, holding it up to him.


“Can I speak to him?”
 Callum nodded, and Lucy poked at a few controls and pushed the laptop in her direction. He kept his eyes and senses focused on the person in the room, worried more about potentially losing the drone than a specific threat. It was fae
 magic that went through his portals. That and negative healing.

“Ray, it’s me.”

While Callum didn’t feel any of the power in Felicia’s voice himself, he could see its effects when walls and desks actually vibrated from the quiet words. Curiously, at least to him, that effect seemed to carry across the microphone despite there being no direct connection. He could see the swirl of fae influence pushing out from where the drone was, which frankly was worrying since even if he
 was shielded, that didn’t mean Felicia
 was.

“Felicia?” Ray’s voice came through the pickup, sounding more than a little suspicious. Which raised Callum’s estimation of the man, since he’d be pretty skeptical too. A daring rescue from nowhere was more fiction than reality.

“The Ghost located you,” Felicia said, her voice clipped and crisp. “I’m leaving the details of your extraction to him.”

“Archmage Taisen, I assume you can handle him if there’s any fae magic still on him,” Callum said, since even with the mage bubble up and Felicia’s recognition, he wouldn’t have been surprised if the person they were rescuing was a ringer.

“I can,” Taisen said, cold and hard.

“Then—” Callum stopped as the underlying mana swirled, and someone stepped out of the corner of the room. He recognized that particular bit of oddness, even if he had no idea how the fae could teleport without any noticeable spatial distortion. “Time’s up.”

He reached out to open a portal for Ray, but with the arrival of the fae prince, for it could be nobody else, the mana of the area locked itself down, completely under the thrall of the prince. Callum knew that he didn’t have quite the punch of an archmage, so the sudden rigidity of the mana might not even have been conscious. Without extra tricks, there wasn’t much he could do to contend with the power of above-average supernaturals.

Which was why he didn’t ever commit to something without extra tricks.

“Princess—” The fae prince got out just the one word before Callum tapped into his vis and opened an anti-mana portal.

Not inside Faerie, of course. He’d found that it was mostly real
 universes that were reachable from the portal worlds, and trying to open a dimensional portal from an unknown place in some liminal dimension wasn’t guaranteed to lead anywhere in particular, even if anti-mana seemed to be a common portal destination.

Instead, he took advantage of the fact that the middle of a portal was not magic at all, just a hole in space. By using both a dimensional portal and an ordinary portal, he simply funneled the output from the anti-mana dimension through into Faerie. While Callum was mostly trying to get the leeway he needed for a person-sized portal, the reaction that it got was wildly out of proportion.

The fae prince let out a wild keening noise that shrieked through the speakers, forcing Callum to clap his hands over his ears. A moment later either the speakers or the microphone gave out, leaving a ringing silence. The coiling mana retreated, pulled into the prince’s body, and Callum took his chance, snapping open a portal for Ray. He didn’t like
 having a direct connection between the room and Faerie itself, but with Archmage Taisen there it was probably a better idea than dumping Ray onto some random part of the world.

To Ray’s credit, he recognized what was going on and pulled in his bubble as he darted through the portal. The fae prince, visible with the glance through Callum’s portal, looked to be a pale guy with storybook chiseled muscles and bat wings, baring his teeth to show sharp fangs. He lunged after Ray, moving in a blur, but rebounded off some reflexive cast of Taisen’s, a wall of force flashing out with a speed that Callum wished he could duplicate. It had to be something like a shield, but extended beyond the personal bubble.

Then Ray was through and Callum banished the portal, withdrawing the drone and teleporting it into the tidal plain that he’d found earlier. He didn’t quite trust that it was free of the taint of Faerie. Felicia stood up and threw her arms around Ray while Taisen did something complicated with his vis. Scanning for problems, Callum assumed, since an Archmage could probably see through a bubble in a way Callum couldn’t.

“What the hell was that?” Callum glanced over at Taisen and blinked. He didn’t need to act coy, since it was pretty obvious that the archmage was referring to the anti-mana. Even if Taisen hadn’t gotten a clear view of it, the residue and the fae reaction was enough to show that it was something unusual.

“One of my secrets,” he said. “I’m sure every mage has them. Given the weight class of the stuff I’m dealing with, I need ‘em.”

Taisen grunted and let it go, though he clearly wasn’t happy with the answer. Still, he clearly wasn’t going to press. Callum almost wanted to tell him that it wasn’t anything that Taisen could mimic, but he was resolved to give out no hint that he didn’t have to. He’d already tipped too much of his hand, since Felicia’s presence had drawn out the fae prince.

It was not the surreptitious jailbreak he’d been hoping for. While Callum knew that he’d have to deal with the Faerie types eventually, it would have been far better to delay any confrontation until he had his redoubt. They may not even have really known about his existence, as removed as they were, but he very much doubted that was the case anymore.

Callum was pretty sure they’d just declared war.

***

Prince Jusael of the Court of Roses growled, flinging out his hands in frustration and crushing the furnishings of the room into miniscule fragments. The bait he’d set out had caught the prey twice now. The first time he’d seen the immediate advantage in seizing Princess Felicity’s paramour, but even with that leverage the Princess herself had been too careful to actually enter his territory and instead she’d taken his prize away.

The irritation of that made him smash a few windows, sending glass splinters out over the stone far below. With a daughter of Oberon and Mab of his own, he could have been more than a mere prince of the Lesser Courts. Jusael had no concerns about subjugating the Princess herself, because despite her lineage and her gifts she’d been stupid enough to try and build up a small, heroic story, rather than taking the power that could be so easily grasped by anyone with sufficient vision.

He stalked around the point that was still scarred by the horrific piece of Hel that had been let through. Not that he knew exactly
 what it was, but it had burned like nothing he had ever encountered before, tearing out part of his own estate and consigning it to oblivion. The actual damage was not that great, in the totality of things, but the sheer foreign shock of it had taken him by surprise.

There were remnants of the mage workings that had been involved, but he didn’t dare touch them in case they were trapped with that same invisible fire. Not that he needed to trace them. The very nature of what had happened was enough proof. There was only one person who would be allied with the Princess, be able to enter Faerie without any trace, and then take away one of Jusael’s guests so easily. The Ghost.

Jusael whirled and took three steps, all that was needed to reach anywhere in his princedom. There were messages to write, including one to be taken through the Ways to where it connected with the Night Lands. Eventually the mages would get what was coming to them, but for the moment it seemed all the targets of both Court and House had gathered in one place. For good or for ill.




Chapter 3 – Redoubt

There was plenty of strategizing to be done, but Callum left that to the others. He wasn’t indifferent to the coming conflict, or his place in it, but the absolute best use of his time was establishing portal world access. It would give him a position of strength from which to pursue the rest of his goals — namely, removing all those with designs on Earth.

He didn’t have the wherewithal to fight a crusade for centuries on end. The supernaturals needed to properly police themselves, not require some external agent to convince them of the simple morality of not preying on people. He had only the haziest ideas of how to accomplish that, but he knew that he’d need to involve other people. Alpha Chester and the two aligned Houses were a good start on that, and while Callum didn’t think that putting them in absolute charge would turn out much better than GAR, at least with those people running things he’d be left alone.

Neither could he just destroy all the opposing mage Houses. Even if he was capable of that kind of slaughter, if things spilled out into full war it’d engulf all of Earth. The supernatural secrets would crack wide open, governments would get involved, and nuclear war was not out of the question. He did not want to precipitate that kind of disaster.

“I really want to just go back to our own house,” Callum muttered, rubbing his eyes as he looked at the laptop screen from one of the exploratory drones. “Feels so wrong doing this in a guest room.”

“Just think of it as added incentive,” Lucy suggested. “Not like you need it, but it’s always better to look on the bright side. Like how we don’t actually have to worry about fae going after Alex.”

Callum grunted agreement. He hadn’t gotten or been interested in the full debriefing, but Felicia’s partner had at least confirmed that the video he’d been sent was solely to get his attention. Not that the fae in question weren’t that nasty, but reaching Alex was beyond them for the moment. At least, so long as he stayed inside wards.

Since he didn’t want to dwell on that, he returned his focus to the drone. Once again they seemed to be running low, since he wanted to keep one in any of the portal worlds that seemed even mildly useful. Which wasn’t many, so far, but when the number of drones he could spare was in the single digits it didn’t take many.

“What’s our next site?” He asked, already feeling his focus slipping. Though he’d left most of the route planning to Lucy anyway.

He had been skipping his drones to different locations around the world, opening dimensional portals to find different destinations and hoping to stumble on one that was more inviting than the chilly tidal plain. At Lucy’s suggestion, he targeted areas of the Mediterranean and tropics in the hopes that the portal worlds would reflect the climates there, and it sort of worked. The metaphysics of portal worlds were more confusing than ever, but there did seem to be a rough correlation.

One of the dimensions he found had a nice enough temperature, but the howling winds there had nearly ripped the drone apart before he pulled it back. Another one was so dimensionally foreign, beyond even Mictlān, that he didn’t bother exploring past the giant columns of boiling ice that surrounded the initial portal. Between delving attempts, he spent time with Alex and funneled his excess vis into the crystals so he could try again without exhausting himself.

“Man, we should have started here,” Lucy said, checking her notes. “Barbados! Maybe it’ll be like that vacation house. That was nice.”

“It was nice,” Callum agreed, shifting the drone out to the Barbados area and Lucy piloted the drone down toward the nearest speck of land. It was small enough that it didn’t even have infrastructure, and probably didn’t even have a name. Once landed, he tapped into his crystals to punch open a dimensional hole. The lack of any dramatics was promising, as was the fairly normal space his perceptions found on the other side. He teleported the drone through and the two of them watched the laptop screen.

“Huh,” said Lucy.

The drone had appeared in the middle of a clearing, which was ordinary so far as it went, but what was not ordinary was all the islands floating in the sky. At first he’d thought they were some sort of strange clouds, but after closer inspection they were genuinely chunks of rock. There were three of them visible from the clearing itself, hanging in the air with a dusting of greenery on top, though it was difficult to tell the scale.

“Well, let’s check it out,” Callum said, and lifted the drone into the air. The trees looked vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t say if they were earth species or not, but the lack of anything grotesque or severely out of place was a good sign. There was a ribbon of blue marking a river that led into a lake, and back out again. Then right off the side of the island.

Getting more distance from their landing point, it became clear that the portal itself had opened onto the surface of one of the islands, all of which were hovering in a blue void of sky. There was a vague smear of light overhead, not quite a sun, but nothing below except the dots of more islands, scattered about. In the distance there was even a fractured rainbow from a waterfall off the side of one of them, as if it were some fantasy poster instead of a real landscape.

The thermometer registered in the upper eighties, a summery temperature which was practically perfect. Though Callum didn’t believe for one moment it was quite as idyllic as it looked. There was surely some catch, but at first glance it seemed to be a fairly good candidate for the house.

“Well that is gorgeous
 ,” Lucy remarked. “It’s like some kind of fairytale! Well, except it’s not all exaggerated like Faerie is.”

“We’ll put some mice there and see how they fare, and then if it’s all good we can go ourselves,” Callum agreed. “The only thing is I’m not sure that this one will have that much in the way of enchanting material. There doesn’t seem to be much material
 overall. But it’s not like we can’t get it elsewhere.”

Lucy piloted one drone down to the original island and Callum scanned the area for animal life before he brought the mouse cage over. If the mice got eaten that certainly gave him some
 data, but he was hoping to find out whether the local atmosphere was breathable or not first. But the island seemed to be more like the Night Lands, with a truncated ecosystem. Few insects, and only a few birds about that reminded Callum of Darwin’s finches. It might well be that the islands were like the Galapagos, with very few natural predators at all.

Leaving one drone there, they took a second one to tour around the visible landmasses. As they approached the next one over, which seemed considerably larger than the original, a small flock of great winged shapes burst from the canopy and circled around before heading off into the distance. They looked like some kind of variant of albatross, but it was a good reminder there might be airborne beasts to watch out for.

Diving in closer, he swept his senses around and found the larger island had a few prowling, cat-like animals, but it was nothing too terrible. He didn’t discount the possibility that those, too, could fly, but it seemed like simply selecting the proper island might be enough to ensure no lurking predators. Though it wasn’t clear exactly where all the water was coming from, portal worlds didn’t exactly conform to conservation of mass and energy to begin with.

“I do like the look of this,” Callum said, flicking through the drone feeds. “I’m sure there’s some catch that I’m missing but, barring anything horrible, I think it’s worth trying.”

“So long as the mice don’t fall over dead,” Lucy agreed cheerfully. “Speaking of, that riptide world seems to be livable. No mutations yet.”

“Might as well offer that one to Taisen or Hargrave then,” Callum decided. “It’s not great but I’m sure a team of actual mages could deal with it. Bunch of earth and water mages maybe.”

“Right, about that,” Lucy said. “Since the portal world thing isn’t exactly a secret location, how about getting in some mages to landscape whatever place we wind up putting the house? Make it flatter, put up some walls, strengthen the foundation, all that kind of thing.”

“Hmm. Yes, that would make things much easier,” Callum conceded. He still wasn’t a huge fan of bringing in other people to work on the house, but the strength of a portal world redoubt was in its inaccessibility. He could make a public statement about where his home was located and it wouldn’t make it any easier for people to access it. Except maybe for Duvall, but she’d clearly wiped her hands of that, and even then he’d be shifting things through the moon nexus first.

On the other hand, a few mages would substitute for weeks or months of work by people with heavy machinery. Pragmatically, they could even do things that no normal equipment could, like make bedrock flow around an existing foundation. Or change a slope without disturbing the foliage atop it.

“Alright, why don’t you ping Taisen and Glenda and see what they want to do about it. I’ll need more to really start making a difference, but one is better than none.” Callum was also quite happy to leave the first exploration of a new portal world to people who were used to alien environments and might have all kinds of tricks and magical items that would keep them safe.

With the new portal world, Callum felt accomplished enough to go spend some time with his wife and son without worrying about heavy matters for a while. Unfortunately, he couldn’t shake the thought that if he wanted a world where his family could
 live safely, he needed to do something to make it so. Part of him was tempted to close the portal to Faerie too, but it wasn’t like the fae were fundamentally an issue like with vampires. That would just be an expedient solution and, ultimately, the wrong one.

There was a reason why people like Alpha Chester or Gayle Hargrave were willing to work with him, despite his hardline stance and remaining outside the authority of the Houses and the supernatural community in general. Callum didn’t overstep, and didn’t have collateral damage. At least he tried; closing the Night Lands had been rather more of a bugbear than he’d expected, even though he’d been certain to give the Houses there a lifeline back to Earth. But his restraint gave him a kind of legitimacy that couldn’t be bought.

He was pretty sure being able to provide new portal worlds would help, though.

“You know, there haven’t been any new portal worlds since we found Six,” Taisen said, gathered in the courtyard of Chester’s compound the next day. He and Archmage Hargrave had extra mages with them, what Callum could only describe as troops. Combat mages, anyway, despite the fact that there weren’t any animals in the portal world so far as Callum could tell. Not that he was going to object to their caution; he would have done the same.

“The Night Lands is actually the most recent,” Hargrave said absently. “Five and Six are probably the oldest portals timewise.”

“And now it’s gone,” Taisen said, almost with a laugh. “Hopefully this one won’t cause as many issues.”

“It’s small and uninhabited,” Callum said. “Least so far as I can see. Not like there’s a permanent portal anyway.”

“We’ll need one to replace the mana loss from the Night Lands portal eventually,” Hargrave warned. “There’s already noticeable depletion in the larger cities.”

“A problem for another day,” Callum said. “Ready for the portal?”

“Yes,” Taisen said, glancing back at the sled that had a bunch of supplies. Including one of the portal frames, because neither of them wanted entry or egress to be dependent on Callum’s presence.

Callum threaded his vis through the portal network, past the drone that was still sitting on the tidal plain, and opened a portal. The bleak light of the tidal plain bled through, along with the sound of water and the scent of salt. Gayle’s magic pulsed lightly, taking care of any microorganisms that might be drifting through. Not that anyone had worried about that with the other portal worlds, and Callum suspected that there wasn’t any real risk of cross-contamination. Portal worlds would be either too alien or just not have the teeming bacterial life of a true world. Such liminal spaces didn’t seem to be entirely real to begin with.

Taisen barked a few orders and the mages trooped through. Once the archmage had tested the portal frame to ensure it worked, Callum left them to it. The drone was there just in case, but they didn’t need his supervision to figure out what value, if any, the portal world had.

He did catch glimpses over the next day or two though, and by that point he was chomping at the bit to get his house finally moved and restore his home to normalcy. Or as close to normal as things would get in a portal world. The sun did rise and set in rough accord with the Earth’s rotation, so that was close enough, but he’d still have to do some work to deal with the peculiarities of the liminal space.

The main one was that the islands weren’t floating. They were falling. Not quickly, not at the terminal velocity of a big chunk of rock, but observing the mice and the air whistling past the edges of each island made it clear. It wouldn’t be enough to erect a wall around things; he needed to add enchantments to adjust local gravity, and probably to muffle sound too. Fortunately, there was more than enough mana in the portal world to support such a thing.

He didn’t have to worry about the islands suddenly smashing to pieces against the ground, either. There was
 no ground, or rather, it seemed to wrap around itself like the tidal plain did. Why there was still air movement past the islands he didn’t know, but once again, liminal spaces were weird. He was lucky that he hadn’t run into a place where the islands were careening against each other like bumper cars.

When the mice seemed to be fine after a few days of exposure, he had no compunctions about asking for the aid of the allied Houses in setting up his own home in the portal world. Things were past the point of using money; access to another portal world was literally priceless. Nor were the people of either House Hargrave or House Taisen really for hire. In fact the professional landscaper mages were based out of House Janry, which meant they weren’t exactly accessible. Or trustworthy.

Once again a bunch of mages assembled in Chester’s courtyard and Callum opened a portal. That time, it was warm air that spilled out, and the scent of greenery. Taisen’s team went through first, to sweep and secure the area just in case there was something Callum had missed, then Hargrave’s people. Callum went last, with Lucy and Alex following once Taisen’s people gave the all-clear.

Actually crossing over to the island felt like stepping into one of his low-gravity areas, and while there wasn’t too much wind on the surface, he could hear the whistle of it from where he stood. He’d selected one about five miles across, which was one of the smaller ones but it did have a spring, a river, and a lake, which was all that was necessary from Callum’s perspective. Mages could do the rest.

Running his perceptions through the ground hadn’t uncovered any caves, but there was a fairly mana-dense core on each island that might well be something he could use for enchanting material. Not that he was going to excavate the island he intended to live on, but there were plenty of candidates around. For the moment, he was primarily focused on getting something established.

“At least it’s warm here,” Lucy half-shouted over the noise. “Kinda loud though.” Alex made an unhappy noise, hands over his ears.

“There’s definitely some sound muffling enchants,” Callum called back. “I can—” The last two words were yelled into silence as one of the mages set up exactly the sort of effect Callum had been talking about. “Well, that,” he finished more quietly, and Lucy giggled.

“So how are you two feeling? Any issues?” Callum asked, crouching down to look Alex in the eyes. He kept his perceptions focused on them, ready to teleport them out if there was anything untoward about the way the portal world affected them.

The one thing that worried him was that the vis inside their bodies didn’t alter the basic, slightly different structure of the portal world. It made sense, since it wasn’t exactly a magical effect, but it wasn’t something that he could let go unaddressed for long. He, on the other hand, still had normal earth flavor inside of his body. If he had to guess, that was one of the benefits of the internal spatial reinforcement — he was immune to the distortion of portal worlds. Not immune to any of the hostile environment, but the space itself didn’t affect him. It would have made him a perfect explorer, if he’d been inclined in that direction.

“Nope, feels normal to me,” Lucy said.

“Floaty!” Alex said, jumping up into the air and going three times the usual height thanks to the falling-elevator effect the islands had going on.

“Well, if you start feeling weird, let me know. I’m going to be fixing up the local space anyway, but this isn’t Mictlān.” He wished he knew how Duvall managed the permanent alteration that she was so known for, but if it were easy then she wouldn’t be the only one doing it.

“I think we’ll be fine,” Lucy said, looking around at the little clearing. Thick-trunked trees with broad, flat leaves grew to about ten feet tall and wildflowers in blue and yellow waved in the brisk breeze. Pragmatically speaking, there was no end to the tests that would be necessary to make sure every single aspect was safe, because there could be toxic berries or some equivalent to poison ivy, but Callum intended to make a bit of a walled garden.

“There’s nothing large nearby,” one of Taisen’s men reported. “You’ll wants wards to secure the sky, but there are no native threats on this island.”

“Fantastic,” Callum said. “I’ll go see if they’re ready to do the landscaping.

In general, Callum hadn’t seen much large scale mage work. He’d witnessed Taisen’s people fighting once or twice, but relative to what he knew mages could do he’d only encountered a small fraction. So he watched in fascination as the House mages spun out huge spell constructs like nothing he’d seen before.

Working in concert, a half-dozen mages from House Hargrave flattened out the landscape, yanked the native foliage out of a large patch of earth to leave churned dirt, and raised thick stone walls around the edge of the island. The river and lake were adjusted slightly to accommodate the landscaping, and drains were bored through the entire island at specific points to prevent any flooding.

It took less than an hour for the mages to make it ready for him to bring the house over. The most finnicky part was setting up the rock slab at the right depth to encompass the basement. Nearby, there were another set of stone slabs at the surfaces, one for the machine shop and the other for a barn to replace his cave-cache.

“Go ahead and bring it in,” said the guy in charge of the whole thing, a bald air mage who was the only one Callum had seen with a habit of chewing tobacco.

“In three, two…” Callum counted down, and then tapped into all his spare vis crystals to teleport his house once again. It popped into existence on the prepared foundation, and Callum braced himself against the wave of weariness from the effort while the earth mage went to work melding things together. A moment later he transferred over the machine shop too, so he could hook it back up to power after everything was squared away.

From the cave-cache he retrieved a few sacks of ground cover seed, and the bald mage dispersed it over the entire cleared patch in a few seconds. Sadly, there weren’t any human mages that could grow plants faster, not even healers. That would have to wait for nature to take its course.

At least, that was what he thought until Lucy suggested that he have someone import the entire garden from Mexico. The garden was vanishingly tiny next to the acres and acres of back yard, but it’d be better than bare dirt outside the back door. It was a blind spot for him; he’d essentially written off the entire area, but it didn’t take that
 long to send a drone back there.

Surprisingly, it was pretty much untouched. Showing a little bit of overgrowth from a couple weeks of no attention, but it didn’t seem like anyone had been by with enough interest to bother the plants. Maybe GAR and the others who had been after him had written it off for much the same reasons.

While he could only supply a small portal, the earth mage didn’t really see it as a problem, effectively chopping the garden into ribbons of earth that floated through the portal into the new back yard. It was a better solution than Callum’s teleportation, since ripping out a bunch of plants and dirt was actually a lot of effort for him. It was very clearly no big deal to the earth mage.

With all that done, the only remaining tweaks were to get water in and septic out. With the former, just diverting from the river was good enough. He’d still be running it through a number of filters, but it was water. With the latter, once again the mage ability to shape rock and earth made it simplicity itself. It made him envy earth mages, considering how broadly their skills could be applied.

Though he wouldn’t trade teleports for anything.

In less than a day, really only a few hours total, the island had been transformed from untouched fastness to about ten thousand acres of tamed land and five times that of buffer forest. Trees near the outer wall had been trimmed away so that no small creatures could jump from the branches into the courtyard. It was still vulnerable to flying things, but a large-scale glamour enchantment would probably be sufficient to deal with that.

Not that he’d be letting his son wander around unsupervised for a while. Even if Taisen’s people had cleared the area, there was no guarantee there wouldn’t be some hidden danger somewhere. Which was still better than the vulnerability of remaining on Earth.

“Thanks, everyone,” he said, not offering a hand because mages didn’t do that, but he had
 offered beers. Only a few people had taken him up on that. “That was easier than I expected.”

“Benefits of having a House,” the bald mage said. Callum still didn’t know his name. “No single aspect can do everything by itself.”

“Tell me about it,” Callum said. Admittedly, the earth mages had done most of the work, but air and water mages had done their share with shaping the protected area. Those types would have been more useful in the maintenance and upkeep, but he wasn’t going to be bringing mage groundskeepers over.

“The wind muffler will decay after about a day,” the mage added. “So you’ll want your own version up before then.”

“Great,” Callum said, and opened a portal back to Chester’s compound. “I’ll let you all know if I need anything else.”

“Glad to visit,” the mage said with a smile. “It’s nice here. Just needs beaches.”

Once they were all gone, Callum relaxed properly for the first time in days. He dropped down into the lawn chair on the back porch, finding that it still had a faint hint of cold about it from being out in the Montana winter for so long. Lucy and Alex joined him, and he put his arms around both of them.

“This is great,” Lucy said, looking around at the open area, the distant walls and the river and lake. “I love it here already. But what are we doing next? Can’t just hide here.”

“No indeed,” Callum agreed, rubbing his eyes. “I’ve got some enchanting to do if I want this place to be really livable, and then — I don’t know. I’ll have to talk with the archmages and then Felicia. We need to make some moves before the other side does.”

***

“Seeker Jarmin has arrived,” reported Magus Tiana, who had taken up the task of managing all of Archmage Janry’s meetings. He wanted to grimace but kept his face under control, for the sake of his niece if nothing else. She didn’t need to be glared at.

“Send him in,” Janry said, glancing around the room to make sure there were no missives or papers the visitor shouldn’t see. Everything inside his extensive study was warded and protected, of course, but that didn’t protect against carelessness.

The door opened and a short, red-haired and red-skinned fae sauntered inside, hopping into the chair with no effort whatsoever. With the smirk on Jarmin’s face, he looked the very definition of impish, and Janry resigned himself to a fairly tedious discussion. Though at least it would be a substantive one.

Janry was irritated by how long it had taken the fae to properly bestir themselves. He knew that the fae had to work in their own time, with their own purposes. Their rules made straightforward action difficult sometimes. Of course, the Courts had long structured themselves to get around most of those limitations, but there was only so much a fae could cheat without weakening themselves.

At least the Lesser Courts had finally marshalled some of their more obscure members to help. The takeover of GAR had gone smoothly enough, thanks to Janry’s people in key positions, but GAR’s sphere of operations was more restricted than it had been before. Getting the fae courts to do more than send malcontents over to Earth was instrumental for his plans.

“I’ve been told you’re able to track down, essentially, anyone,” Janry said.

“Only people who threaten the Court of Roses,” Jarmin corrected, fussily adjusting the cuffs of his dark blue suit. “I am Jusael’s Seeker, not some vagabond knight.”

“Yes, of course,” Janry said, suppressing the urge to roll his eyes with the ease of long practice. “By now I should think it clear that the breakaway Houses are doing exactly that. They are in league with the upstart American Alliance and especially with the heretic known as The Ghost.”

Janry didn’t care much about the old tradition of magical heresy, but it was useful. Some of the more conservative Houses, ones that had barely glanced at Earth for centuries, still gave it weight. As did some of the fae, for their own reasons that were – in his opinion – entirely self-serving. Which was no different than the mage houses, so that was some comfort.

“Yes, we have heard of this Ghost,” Jarmin said, almost sneering. Once again Janry had to suppress a reaction. No matter how powerful a fae was, he underestimated Wells at his peril. Under most circumstances, he would regard Wells as an archmage, though of course that was not possible given the man’s youth.

“The Ghost, Archmage Taisen, Archmage Hargrave, and Alpha Chester are the only targets of consequence,” Janry said, broadening the scope of Jarmin’s attention. While the existence of Wells and his ability to seemingly get anywhere granted the breakaway forces genuine legitimacy, he was ultimately a distraction. Without his allies he was just a single man, with few real resources.

Though if they could remove him, that removed the bedrock on which the bid for independence was based. Neither Taisen nor Hargrave was willing to use the force they were capable of, not really. Otherwise they would have been the ones in charge of GAR. Wells clearly did not have the same problem. Janry would love if Jarmin could find and remove the man, but it didn’t seem likely.

“I’m sure you can find some of them
 yourself,” Jarmin said, squinting at Janry.

“There is a difference between knowing the locations of certain compounds, and knowing the layouts, strengths and weaknesses, and avenues of movement,” Janry said. He found it necessary to lay things out for fae agents or they’d just pursue what they found interesting. Which didn’t always overlap with what was useful.

“That is
 more interesting,” Jarmin said, hopping out of the seat in a single bound. “I’ll add that to the Prince’s own orders. Maybe I’ll find something fun when I’m poking around your Earth.”

“Excellent,” Janry said blandly, and the small fae tapped the side of his nose before vanishing from the study. One of those highly annoying habits that fae had, especially in Faerie. He was going to have to talk to Duvall again, and see if she could adjust Faerie further than she already had. Perhaps deny the fae some of the advantages the portal world gave them.

After finishing a few missives, he took a break for lunch and then met with his agent at the DAI. Internal policing of supernaturals was less important these days, and the DAI had been retooled for dealing with mundane power structures. There was little that a mundane could do against a mage or a fae, but they couldn’t simply command leaders or celebrities to obey. It turned out that a sudden break in behavior meant those people were confined or hospitalized or removed, not obeyed.

“To be honest, we could use more gold and silver,” Agent Ferrull said. “Bribing people is still easier than finding a fae minder. Vampires would probably be better, but, well.” Ferrull shrugged and Janry nodded. What vampires were left after the disastrous events of the past few weeks were hardly reliable. Some were evacuating back to the Night Lands, but most were roaming restlessly. Of the over one hundred nests he’d been in contact with, only two were still intact.

“Not a problem,” Janry assured him. It was not difficult for an earth mage to find and pull the metals out of either the Deep Wilds or somewhere on Earth. He’d been cautious about it solely to preserve the value of the precious metals, but he still had effectively unlimited funds available to him. Janry simply wrote out a scrip for Ferrull to take fifty kilograms each of silver and gold out of the House Janry vaults.

“Excellent,” Ferrull said, folding the bond and tucking it into the breast pocket of his suit. “With this, I think we should really be able to get things moving.”




Chapter 4 – Maneuvers

“Mister Wells wants to talk to you,” Ordermaster Minot said without any preamble, standing just outside the exclusion zone for the scriber.

Grand Magus Lorenzo Rossi scowled, then marked where he was before he shut down the scriber. The past few years working with Wells had been quite profitable, with the enchanting and the tile-based approach that had been licensed to the Guild. There had even been some interesting new creations made from it. Yet Wells was not exactly in his good books at the moment, considering how much more difficult he’d made it to get mordite.

Which made enchanting in general significantly more difficult.

“Very well,” Rossi said, since as annoyed as he was, Wells was an important customer. Maybe not the best
 customer, but an important one. A man that could destroy one of the six true portals was hardly to be kept waiting. He secured the scriber and rose from the bench, making his way out of the lab.

He had to cross over back to Earth through the Guild’s teleportation system but, since Wells had supplied some extra enchanting for the Guild’s own use, that was less of an imposition than before. Unsurprisingly, one of Wells’ drones was sitting in a small meeting room. Rossi had yet to meet the man in person and doubted he ever would.

The small display on the side of the little box lit up, showing Wells’ face. He prided himself on keeping the Guild up to date with mundane technology, but sometimes he was a little discomfited by how Wells used it. Especially since it was clearly integrated with some amount of enchanting. Not that he was rude enough to probe it with his tools, but he could sense the magic involved.

“What can I do for you, Mister Wells?” Rossi asked, putting on his professional face.

“It’s more the other way around,” Wells said neutrally. “How would you like exclusive access to a new portal world with enchantment resources?”

“What.” Rossi laughed, his composure deserting him at the ridiculous concept. “That’s not really a question, Mister Wells.”

“I suppose not,” Wells said. “I am prepared to offer you that, with the understanding that you will apply pressure against the coalition that is opposing us.”

“The Guild of Enchantment generally remains apolitical,” Rossi said cautiously. Which was self-evident, given that they were dealing with both factions on equal terms.

“Are you familiar with nuclear weaponry?” Wells asked, and Rossi frowned.

“Naturally. I do stay up to date with Earth’s advances.”

“The dragonblooded suggest, and I agree, that if these people break the secrecy of magic we’ll have a nuclear conflict on our hands,” Wells said, lips compressed to a thin line. “It doesn’t seem to me that don’t prey on normal people
 is too great a burden, but apparently it is.”

“And they threaten you directly,” Rossi said, not overly impressed by the threat of a nuclear deployment. Compared to what magic could do, simply wrecking a city wasn’t so fearful a prospect, and the mundane’s own terror of it made him doubtful it was a serious possibility. Wells’ background as a mundane probably made it seem more important to him.

“And they threaten us directly,” Wells agreed. “But as you said, you’re apolitical and you really don’t need
 Earth. I don’t expect you to care about that. Which is why I’m offering you a private portal world and all the resources within it.”

“That is hard to believe,” Rossi said, leaning back and considering the offer. If it were true, it was priceless. Assuming there was useful enchanting material, a private portal world could not only be mined for resources but used to house secure laboratories. Or people. “Can you stabilize it the way Duvall does?”

“Not at this time,” Wells admitted. “There is an enchantment that does much the same thing, but it isn’t permanent the way Duvall’s work is. But you can always contract her. I don’t see any reason this portal world would be different from any other.”

Rossi sighed. Duvall’s portal world stabilization was exceedingly expensive and time-intensive. It would have been fantastic to have some competition. But an enchantment that mimicked it would be good enough for the moment; after all, they were
 the Guild of Enchanting.

“I hesitate to ask, but do you have proof of what you’re offering? The idea of a new portal world is rather extraordinary.”

“Certainly, but you’ll want a portal frame or homebond yourself,” Wells said. “There’s no full portal to it. Not yet.”

Rossi touched the signet ring on his finger, which not only marked him as the head of the Guild of Enchanting but was indeed a homebond. One of the most valuable enchantments available, if rarely used. But for peace of mind, nothing came close.

“I have both,” he said. “I will assemble some of my team before I enter an unknown portal world, though.”

“Good idea,” Wells said. “Just tell the drone when you’re ready.” Rossi nodded sharply, then stood up and left the room, almost bowling over Ordermaster Minot.

“Get Goliri,” Rossi told him, referring to their head of security. “I want a full team. We’re going to be landing in a portal world and it’s not going to be secure. Also get one the portal frames from the vault.”

“Yes, sir,” Minot said, and did an about-face to go find some people to run errands. In half an hour he had an entire expedition put together, and Rossi tapped the box.

“We’re ready,” he said, and Wells’ face appeared again.

“Opening the portal now,” he said, and vis flashed for a moment before a circle showing an expanse of dark and rainswept stone appeared in the air and mana poured out. He waved Goliri forward, and the man crossed through with the portal ring in tow to secure the area.

It occurred to him belatedly that Wells should have supplied a more complete description of the destination — certainly he’d explored it, if he promised enchanting materials, but he didn’t appreciate the lack of information on what hazards there might be. Though if Wells had said nothing, there might not be anything notable. It still paid to be cautious, but he doubted Wells would be so stupid as to try anything underhanded. Not when he was trying to curry favor.

“Clear,” Goliri reported over scry-comm. “Portal frame functional. No threats. You can come ahead.”

Rossi stepped through the portal, which he was aware Wells was still actively holding open, and looked around the portal world, sweeping it with his senses. It looked like a wasteland of stone and water, with rain pouring down from a dark gray sky, and not at all hospitable. But his metal-aspected vis found a not-insignificant amount of material threaded through the rocks beneath their feet, and even in the water collecting in pools and streams about them.

He flicked out some vis, condensing a strand of the metal out of the water and feeling the amount of mana inside. It seemed acceptable, so he twisted the metal into a wire and overlaid his vis, watching it take the enchantment. It would take more experimentation to figure out all
 the properties, but there was definitely something to it.

“Start setting up an outpost,” he told Goliri. If they were going to be mining enchantable metal from the portal world, or even rock or water, then they needed something to protect them from the elements. And whatever creatures might be out there. He turned back to the portal and stepped through, facing Wells’ device.

“You’re as good as your words, Mister Wells,” Rossi said.

“Then you’ll take a position?” He pressed.

“Yes. Tentatively, at least. More work needs to be done to fully satisfy me of the usefulness of the world’s resources, but even as it stands I believe you have convinced me. Anyway,” he said with a small smile. “Such a massive disruption would be bad for business.”

***

Agent Daniel Lowry grunted as a bump in the road almost made him spill his latte. He frowned at the driver, but it really wasn’t his fault. This deep into the countryside it wasn’t surprising that there was so little maintenance. Daniel was frankly surprised there was power
 this deep into the sticks. There was nothing around but empty countryside, which meant that Daniel’s coffee was going to be the last good one he was going to get for a while.

He pulled his phone out of his pocket, unlocking it and pulling up the map to see where they were. At least there was service, even if they were far away from anywhere civilized. The northern part of Nebraska was barely inhabited, certainly lacking any cities, and it took forever
 to drive places. Why a supposedly wealthy person like Chester Fredrickson would willingly live in such a place he could not fathom.

“The compound is just ahead,” the driver said, noticing Daniel’s preoccupation. The other two agents next to him also looked up from their laptops, and started packing them up.

“Compound?” Daniel asked. His briefing had been less on Chester’s location and more on resources and holdings. Internal Revenue didn’t concern itself so much with the physical nature of things as the monetary nature. He knew the value of Chester’s holdings, but not their nature.

In response, the agent pointed to what looked like an actual wall
 , with a gate across the road. Daniel frowned and started typing on his phone. Surely some
 portion of that construction was illegal. Violating some kind of environmental regulations if nothing else. Since his job was to take Chester down a couple of dozen pegs, there was an endless amount of red tape and fines he could use to snarl the guy.

The gate was manned by people in an actual guard station in the wall. The driver flashed his federal agent identification, but it took entirely too long for someone to open the gate. Daniel added some notes about obstructing federal agents.

The so-called compound was a small town inside the walls, with full-on streets and buildings and shops all around a large central mansion. Daniel scribbled notes about Chester possibly running a cult in his notebook as his driver steered the car inside. There were plenty of people around, but it wasn’t the safe anonymity of the city. Everyone seemed to notice the car driving in, and Daniel shifted uncomfortably.

They pulled to a stop outside the mansion, and Daniel got out of the car, hefting his messenger bag and tucking his hands inside the pockets of his jacket. It was annoyingly cold outside, and he followed his fellow agents Richie and Samuel to the door. Richie pressed the doorbell, and they waited a moment before a woman opened the door.

“Come on inside and warm up,” she invited them, and Daniel scurried inside out of the weather. Even if it was the beginning of spring it was too chill for Daniel. There was a rack for coats that he ignored, preferring to get right to business rather than stay.

“We’re from Internal Revenue,” Daniel said, removing his badge from his breast pocket. Irritatingly, the woman didn’t seem to be too impressed. “We’re here to see Mister Fredrickson.”

“My husband is fairly busy, but I’ll see if he can make time,” the woman said, somehow maneuvering them into a front room. “Wait here for a moment, I’ll come get you.”

“We’re from the federal government,” Daniel protested. “Make sure he knows that we’re considering a full audit, and that his swift
 cooperation may have an impact on what we’re required to do.”

The woman’s face firmed, her smile fading, and Daniel felt a faint prickle on the back of his neck. Something about her put him on edge, and from the way that Richie and Sam stiffened up, he wasn’t the only one. Not that she was threatening them, but there was something definitely unfriendly about her look.

“I see,” she said shortly. “I will tell my husband that, too.” Which sounded
 like a threat somehow. Then she breezed out the door, leaving the three of them in a well-appointed room. Daniel scowled.

“I don’t like it,” he said aloud. “Already feels like they’re hiding something.”

“We already know they are,” Richie said. “Otherwise we wouldn’t have been sent here.” Sam just readjusted the holster of his gun. Daniel didn’t think it’d come to a shootout, but it was good to remind people where the real power stood.

He paced along the wood floor, noting that everything
 was wood — the walls, floor, ceiling, furniture, all of that. It was astoundingly rustic, but perhaps to be expected so far out into the country. Or maybe it was just a cult thing. The longer it took, the more annoyed he got, so by the time the woman returned he was in quite the mood.

“It’s about time,” he snapped, before she wordlessly led them deeper into the mansion.

The man in the small library matched the picture they had of Chester Fredrickson, maybe too well. It didn’t seem that he’d really aged in the past fifteen or twenty years. Though maybe it was just the beard.

“Chester Fredrickson?” Daniel asked, just be sure, as he reached for his credentials again.

“I’m Chester,” the man acknowledged.

“Agent Daniel Lowry, Internal Revenue,” he said. “We’re here because of inconsistencies with your reporting.”

“Shouldn’t you be talking with my accountant?” Chester asked, and Daniel smirked.

“It’s your
 finances, you’re the one responsible for it. Now, I need you to produce all your financial information for us. Until we’ve finished the audit, your accounts will be suspended and you won’t be allowed to leave the state.” He always enjoyed people’s reaction to that, but Chester’s expression barely flickered.

“I don’t believe I will be doing that. Honey, call our lawyer.”

“Are you refusing the lawful order of an agent of the federal government?” Daniel pressed, shoving his identification toward Chester. The man somehow wasn’t there though, he managed to slide around them to where his wife had a phone.

“You’ve got no warrant, I didn’t even have to let you in,” Chester said, then took the phone. “Apparently I shouldn’t have. Hey, Caspar? Yeah, it’s a bit of an emergency, there’s some people claiming to be feds here. No, no papers.”

“Now you listen to me,” Daniel said, stepping forward. “You have to comply or everything is going to stay shut down. You can’t just ignore me.” Chester turned toward him and something about him made Daniel step back, his hand dropping to the gun at his waist.

There was a sound behind him and Daniel spun around, finding two huge men flanking agents Richie and Daniel. It wasn’t clear whether his fellow agents had drawn their guns or not, but either way they had been disarmed, the pistols looking like toys in the hands of Chester’s bodyguards. He spluttered in protest.

“Assaulting federal agents? I’ll see you locked up for this! You’ve just made a big mistake.”

“Hang on Caspar, I need to get Julia.” He poked at the phone for a moment and then put it back to his ear. Daniel took a step forward but was stopped by one of the bodyguards, who had somehow managed to get between Chester and himself.

“Yes? Yes. Hello District Attorney
 Julia,” Chester said, emphasizing the title. “It’s just that I’ve got three people claiming to be federal agents who came onto my property, threatened me, and drew weapons. No, they’re uninjured.”

Daniel scowled. He didn’t actually know who the district attorney was, but they shouldn’t be interfering in a federal investigation. Clearly she was just on the take from Chester, but it’d be a bit of a block.

“Right, okay. See you soon.” Chester poked the phone again. “Caspar? Yeah, can you come by in about twenty minutes? Sure, that’ll work.” He finally turned to face them again. “The police are coming by in about twenty minutes, along with my lawyer. You can leave, or you can sit in the front room until they arrive.”

“You can’t do this to us! We’re agents of the federal government, no two-bit local police are going to touch us,” Daniel said, still in disbelief at the sheer gall of Chester’s people.

“I think you’re in for a big disappointment,” Chester said.

***

“I wish they weren’t smart enough for it, but frankly going through the mundane government is going to give us more problems than attacking directly,” Alpha Chester told Callum. “I have some of my own people locally, but there’s nothing I can do about Washington.”

“And you think we can,” Callum said, tapping the table in the war room and glancing at Lucy. She shrugged.

“I’ve got people threatening to bring the National Guard, or at least SWAT teams, down on me. Which I will not allow.” Chester’s voice sharpened. “I understand and agree with your condemnation of preying on mundanes, but I will
 defend myself against them.”

“No, that’s fair enough,” Callum agreed. “It doesn’t matter that they’re just tools, they’re still dangerous. So, hm. Get in, remove or alter records and orders, and find out who’s being bribed?”

“And who’s bribing them. It may not be appropriate to remove government functionaries, but supernaturals are fair game,” Chester said darkly.

“True,” Callum agreed. They knew, broadly, who was responsible. GAR, and the Archmage’s Council backing them. But Callum wasn’t really ready to try and assassinate several dozen Archmages. GAR might well be a potential target, now that he had a proper redoubt and the requisite infrastructure. Even if he still didn’t have a shield, he didn’t really need one when he never appeared personally.

Not that either thing would help with the gears that had already been set in motion. Aiming the enormous apparatus of the federal government at Chester was probably the hardest thing to combat, which was of course why it had been done. Callum didn’t like how easy it was to suborn the mechanisms of state control, but that was a completely different problem and not one that he could fix.

“What do you think, Lucy? Can you hack the government?” He raised his eyebrows at her and she laughed.

“Oh, goodness no. Not that way at least. But since you can get me into the physical server rooms I don’t need to. I just need to dredge up the right database searches. You
 get to have all the fun dealing with the physical documents.”

Callum grunted. The requests to harass Chester and the associated records were almost certainly backed up in hardcopy somewhere, spread out over however many facilities. He wasn’t overly worried about his actual capabilities, since with his drones and his spatial magic, there was practically no way any mundane agency could defend against him. But finding where the records were in the first place was a steep challenge.

“While we’re at it, maybe we can get rid of your records too,” Lucy suggested. Callum chuckled.

“Yeah, I’m still technically on the terrorist watch list, aren’t I? Would be nice, even if I’m not living in the US anymore.” He had never wanted to move out permanently, and would have enjoyed staying in Tanner or Winut, but he had to be realistic. There was no way that he could exist anywhere as a normal person.

“Alright, we’ll take care of it,” he told Chester. “Keep lawyered up though, no idea how long this will take.” Unfortunately, Chester didn’t have the same luxury Callum had, to withdraw to a private portal world. Not only did he need the mana from the Deep Wilds to survive, but his people were scattered everywhere. The compound was only a useful place for them to coordinate, not the actual source of Chester’s power.

“Oh, I certainly intend to,” Chester assured him. “Just don’t take too long.”

“We’ll get right on it,” Callum said. “I’ll let you know when we make progress.”

“You know, I always wanted to hack the IRS,” Lucy said, once they’d hung up. “I don’t know how you plan to deal with the people who already know, though.”

“Eh, it’s a bureaucracy. Remove all the files and they’ll end up just closing things down because everything requires documentation since nobody wants responsibility.” Callum sighed, knowing that was too naïve a position. “It’s not simple. If there’s someone with a real vendetta, who’s just abusing their power, that’s different from random people in a larger system. We’ll just have to take it as it comes.”

“We’ll start after lunch,” Lucy said, glancing out the front window where Alex was running around like a madman, lost in whatever world the two-year-old had conjured for himself. There was a wall to keep him from straying outside of the enchantment border where Callum had corrected space and gravity, but sometimes Callum doubted that would be enough. Kids had an amazing capacity to get where they shouldn’t.

“After lunch,” Callum agreed, rising and crossing to the door. It would be the work of days or weeks to get things done, so there wouldn’t be a problem if he spent some time with his son first.

***

Seeker Jarmin sniffed deeply, following the scent of mage. The trail of their magic workings was unique, and it lingered no matter how careful they were about it. With one step he moved from one clearing to another, hunting down a trail from the last known sighting of Archmage Taisen’s forces.

It was one thing to know that House Taisen existed and for the Archmage to show up from time to time, and it was another to know where
 they were. The mages in Faerie might be too limp-wristed and weak to attack Taisen directly, but the Courts had no such problem. Not only was the man a menace, he was an absolute bore
 . Installing a chokepoint between the Ice Plains and the valley the mages had been given had deprived so many people of so much entertainment.

It was an insult that couldn’t be forgiven.

He’d been stymying the expansion of Faerie onto Earth as well, but that was all in good fun. Moves in the Great Game were perfect entertainment. It was just that Taisen went about it in the dullest possible manner! Even The Ghost was more interesting, and he barely did anything.

Jarmin took another step, then jumped into the air, floating on the wake of the mage’s passage as he followed the flight spell they’d used. Anyone could follow that
 strong a trail, provided they stumbled on it to begin with. A few minutes of tedious tracking later, he found himself by a river where the entire landscape had been flattened. While Taisen’s people cleaned up after themselves, it was obvious some forward base had been there at some point.

He stretched out his hands, his fingers touching the remnant magic with virtuoso skill, playing through the interwoven spells that had been cast. His feet led him where they would, his eyes half-closed as he delved further and further back through time. In his mind’s eye he rewound the destruction of the forward base, people coming and going, a brief battle, then more useless milling about.

It was the formation of a portal that interested him, and he prowled around where the portal frame had once been. He could almost see the enchantments, that strange pastime of human mages; strange but frustratingly useful. It offended his sensibilities for something so bland and boring to be desirable.

He sniffed again, his nose sorting through all the various effects that had passed through that particular point, until he caught the scent of an actual portal. That was what he’d been waiting for, and he reached out to grab onto the magical connection, feeling the tenuous link shiver between his fingers. Jarmin had to be careful, but he was a Seeker for a reason. His finesse with such fragile, lingering echoes was second to none.

A moment later and he grasped the connection, letting it haul him through time and space to the other end, his entire form faint and ghostly as he traversed the mage-wrought corridor. He popped out into a large, brightly-lit room — momentarily empty and with no enchantment structure in evidence. That hardly bothered him, because it also meant there was nobody around he needed to avoid.

Jarmin spun a disguise for himself with a few snaps of his fingers, rendering himself the blandest, most forgettable human possible, and moved out of the room to find out where he’d ended up. Still Earth, of course, but the completely enclosed corridors with no windows made it hard to tell the location. He stopped in a hall that seemed to be on the outside of the place, waiting for a preoccupied mage to pass him by, and ghosted through the wall.

Solid ice met him, and he jerked back in surprise. It would take more than a poke outside to find his location. Yet, just the ice itself spoke to him, some of the stories whispered on the wind. Hyperborea
 , it said, which didn’t mean much but it did give him some suspicions. Instead of outward, he looked for a way upward, climbing stairs and skirting indoor gardens. With everything enclosed, he was as good as certain the facility was buried under the ice.

Once he’d gotten as high as he could without crossing through a door guarded by some grim looking guards, he ducked into a nearby empty room and shed his disguise. He went out through the wall again, up through the ice, ephemeral and unseen as he followed cracks and rifts toward the surface. It took a surprisingly long time, making the installation hundreds of feet below the surface, and when he finally emerged there was nothing but a waste of snow and ice.

At last all the pieces came together, and Jarmin laughed, voice echoing over the frozen fastness. He wasn’t familiar with all of Earth’s geography, but he could recognize Antarctica at least, and he could feel the terrible stories of the place in his bones. There was nothing of hope on the ice or under it, only terror, despair, and isolation.

Jarmin loved it. He knew some others who would love it, too, ones that would enjoy setting themselves upon an Archmage. Now that the base’s exact location had been found, it was only a matter of time before they came.

Once again he let himself be carried by the wind, blowing into the twelve-winded sky, to let himself be carried over the sea. The ocean waters glinted below, promising death to any who dared their depths. Even Jarmin.

At the same time it was exhilarating. Jarmin had tracked down all kinds of things for the Fae Prince over the centuries, from maidens to beasts to priceless treasures, and he had honed his abilities so well that little in outer Faerie challenged him. Earth, though, was just weak enough to make it a sport, without actually running the risk of him actually failing.

Failing wasn’t fun, after all.

Once he reported back to his Prince, he would be free to go after the real
 prize: hunting down the Ghost. The fact that the man had managed to break into the Courts undetected was intriguing, even if the Princess’ own power had ruined the subterfuge. Tracking her
 down would have been easy enough, but getting that close would be dangerous even to him. Inside her Court, he’d have to play by her
 rules, and only Oberon knew what rules someone who’d been living on Earth for most of her life would invent.




Chapter 5 - Clashes

Breaking into government records was more involved than Callum had thought. Between Lucy handling the digital stuff and his own ability to get anywhere, he’d gotten probably a touch lazy and overconfident about such tasks. Or maybe it was just that GAR and mage Houses weren’t all that large, unlike the federal government.

There were hundreds of offices scattered over multiple states, and just trying to find out where all the records were stored was an ordeal. That went for both physical and digital, since it seemed that the network that stuff was stored on was ancient. Getting Lucy access was easy enough, but things didn’t go as smoothly as they had before.

“Why is it so terrible?” Lucy groaned, slapping the table next her laptop, which was plugged into a server in an obscure room through a portal. “It’s like, fifty year old languages and database software! I haven’t even touched this stuff! Ugh, I’m going to have to go learn it all.”

Callum laughed. He wasn’t unsympathetic, but of all the complaints to be had about government level security, the age and obsolescence wasn’t one he’d anticipated. Though it wasn’t like the physical filing was any better. How anyone got any work done was beyond him.

“Well, best to focus on the immediate stuff for now. Get rid of any of the communications or memos directed at Chester. Did you find out who incited it at least?”

“Yeah, Director Cornell. I figure, just wipe everything of his to start. Copy it all and give it to Chester, though I don’t know if his lawyer could do anything even with proof.”

“Probably not,” Callum agreed. “They couldn’t even answer how they got it, even if the government admitted it was real. But it’s worth a shot. Right, let’s pay a visit to Cornell and move on from there.”

Callum wasn’t certain if he was more surprised at how little magical protection there was on government offices, or how much. The relative lack of it showed that there really weren’t many supernaturals, or at least not supernatural interest, high up in the government bureaucracy. But there were some
 places that were warded or had some kind of fae protections. Though he didn’t know if that actually meant there were supernaturals directly involved. It was entirely possible some people had family trinkets with fae warding on them.

Cornell’s office was so messy it made him actually appreciate the organization at GAR. At least the filing cabinets Constance had kept were properly alphabetized and divided. Instead there were piles of manila folders and an honest-to-goodness cathode ray tube monitor, with the computer password written on a sticky note adhered to the oversized bezel of said monitor.

Admittedly, this was all inside a bunch of mundane security that Callum could completely ignore. People tended to get complacent about their personal security when they had others to take care of it for them. He didn’t even know where the Director was, despite it being work hours.

Both he and Lucy wore gloves, reaching through useful portals rather than actually going there directly. No need to leave more of a presence than necessary. They expected to find a receipt for whatever had started the harassment, but any information would help. Even if it was just another location to look through.

“What do you think they’ll do if all the stuff related to Chester keeps disappearing?” Lucy asked idly. “I mean, it can only help, but won’t they realize someone is messing with them?”

“Sure, a few people will, but it’s a huge bureaucracy. Without a paper trail and clear instructions, it’s just going to mire itself in confusion and internal investigations.” Callum flipped through a folder and grimaced at the dense columns of numbers attached to a name he didn’t recognize. “I’d feel guilty about it, except it’s just a lot of bad actors weaponizing other bad actors.”

“Tell you what, I feel properly secret-agent-y breaking into top secret facilities,” Lucy said, having less compunctions about their search than Callum. “Though it’s a little disappointing I don’t really get to use the vulnerabilities I’ve learned. All that work and people leave passwords out or have unpatched fifty-year-old code in their computers!”

“Turns out that the government is banal and dusty, who would’ve thought?” Callum said, and Lucy pouted at him.

Despite their complaints, there was some information to point them to other locations, not far away. There was so much bureaucracy in one place, and yet it wasn’t actually centralized. It was as if someone had gone out of their way to make it as obtuse and inefficient as possible.

“At least we don’t have to walk it,” Lucy said, looking at the drone footage. “It reminds me of all the GAR hallways, except worse.”

“Yeah, there’s nothing more depressing than big government buildings — wait a minute.” Callum frowned as his perceptions ran across a bit of magic where it shouldn’t have been. For the most part he ignored the normal people doing their own jobs, since they were just government employees. Even if there were occasional fae artifacts around in offices, it wasn’t surprising given how wealthy people ended up with gifts or heirlooms.

But there was a difference between that and seeing fae magic actually in
 a person. While he still couldn’t really read the structure of fae stuff, he had seen something similar before — the geas that had been put on Lucy. Perhaps not as strong, but it was still some
 kind of manipulation.

“Looks like someone under a geas. A weaker one, but still a geas.” Callum sat up straight in his chair and Lucy let out a long breath.

“Guess we’ve got to do something about that,” she said.

“Yeah, let me get my cloak,” Callum said, standing up and reaching through his portal network. Since it was made out of fae magic, he couldn’t store it in the redoubt without destroying it. He had to leave it in an Earth-side cache, and leave open a portal while he used it so there’d at least be some
 fae type magic around.

He put it on, feeling a little bit silly, even if the cloak was itself quite comfortable. But it seemed to do what it was supposed to, and any time he acted as The Ghost he figured he might as well wear it. Dealing with the fae was tricky.

“Aight, if you could get pictures of this person and his name, I’ll just clean him up.”

“Sure,” Lucy said, fingers dancing across the keyboard of her laptop as she searched for the person’s identity. “But who are we gonna tell?”

“Well, we do have a fae princess who’s supposed to be moderating faerie stuff on Earth. Eventually.”

“Okay, but what’s Felicia going to do?”

“I sure have no idea, but frankly, that’s her problem,” Callum said. Lucy raised her eyebrows at him. “If she asks for help, that’s one thing, but I wouldn’t dare to suggest policy when it comes to fae power struggles.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Lucy said. “Okay, got the name and photos.”

“Great,” Callum said, and focused on the government official in question. He was sitting in a conference room with a few other people, eating lunch and playing on his phone. Nothing out of the ordinary. After calculating sight-lines for a few moments, Callum opened up a very small portal behind the guy, leading to an anti-mana dimension.

He was getting slightly better at it, and didn’t need to lean on his vis crystals as often, which was good since anti-mana was by far the best way he had to deal with hostile magic. The anti-mana that bubbled out from the portal swept through the man’s body, erasing the fae influence before Callum collapsed it.

The portal itself hadn’t gone entirely unnoticed; wherever it led did have its own atmosphere, and a gust of wind shoved a few papers around. People shifted and looked about confused, and one of them may
 have seen the dark circle behind Callum’s target, but since it vanished so quickly he suspected they’d just write it off.

The guy he’d just purged the mind control from, or whatever it was, didn’t seem to notice, but that was fine with Callum. It was better than undergoing a sudden seizure or something because a fae had twisted his brain around so much he was just an empty shell. In a way Callum was glad that GAR had been run by people with no interest in Earth, simply because hijacking leaders and governments would be so easy to people with magic.

“Done,” Callum said. “Guess I’d better sweep for others. I don’t think whoever is doing this would stop at just one random bureaucrat.” Though for all he knew the man was important. There was no telling who had control of what in a bureaucracy, not really
 .

He focused on his perceptions as he swept the drone through the building, and moved on to the neighboring ones, focusing on any trace of magic. Aside from the three fae artifacts he’d already found – all old coins, in some kind of display case – there was someone with a charm necklace and one rug. None of them seemed to really affect people
 , though. It wasn’t until he moved through to the more rarefied echelons that he ran into another affected person.

The victim that time was an older lady, in yet another
 conference room, having a meeting. Which seemed to be about the only thing that went on in the government complex. He teleported the drone into a likely corner, putting the little box on top of a projector, and waited for Lucy to capture the face of the woman before purging the fae magic out of her.

She actually wobbled, but didn’t fall over, and listening to the drone feed she merely made claims of being tired, low blood sugar, and other such excuses. Which she probably believed, though Callum didn’t like how it had affected her. She might have been under their control for a long time.

“You know, this isn’t as widespread as I expected,” Lucy remarked.

“They probably can’t do it to just anyone,” Callum said. “I mean, fae magic is bullshit but it does
 have rules. Plus, from what I’ve seen it’s pretty obvious when people are manipulated. It’s not like these people have unquestioned authority, either, so there’s compromises to be made.”

While he didn’t have the time to survey literally everyone in Washington, DC, he made a pass through all the important areas of governance and purged three more people. None of them were particularly high up, but there was clearly some
 kind of plan at play. Hopefully one that would be derailed by removing the control.

“You know, there’s probably people all over the world who have some kind of control on them,” Lucy suggested.

“Possibly, but I can’t scan literally everyone,” Callum sighed. “I swear, the more we look the worse this gets. I really hope that Felicia can clean it up more directly.”

***

“It fits in with what I heard over in Faerie,” Ray Danforth said, sitting with Felicia and two archmages. Neither Archmage Taisen nor Archmage Hargrave were particularly happy to hear what Wells had to report, though it wasn’t like they could be targeted by any government. Neither House existed in any mundane records or could be accessed by mundane enforcement.

“Now, I’m pretty sure they’re going to backstab House Janry and GAR the moment they can,” he continued. “But for the moment they’re working hand in hand. Exactly why
 they want to control Earth’s governments is beyond me, though.”


“Power,”
 Felicia wrote. “There are billions of humans to play parts in whatever stories they decide to pursue. There aren’t even millions of fae.
 The incursion of the Ways will help spread the mana of Faerie too, bringing the two worlds closer together.”


“Essentially, an invasion,” Taisen concluded. “Do they realize how dangerous it is if the mundanes catch wind of it? Have any
 of them seen what a modern military can do? Glamours aren’t really going to help against bombs and missiles.”

Ray grunted. He didn’t see how bombs and missiles would help defend against fae blending in and manipulating people, but the worry about Earth finding out about the supernaturals had turned from theoretical to real all too quickly. Now that he was out of it, he didn’t have much good to say about the Guild of Arcane Regulation, but they had
 kept that from being anywhere near a possibility for a very long time.

“I guess the question is what Wells expects you to do about it,” Ray said to Felicia.


“Resolve it,”
 Felicia wrote. “He expects me to do my duty as a daughter of Oberon.”


“That seems a little…” Ray paused and considered his words. “It’s a bit much to expect.”

Felicia sighed and rubbed at her eyes, then dropped her glamour. Which was fairly unusual, though Ray was not unfamiliar with the sight of her native fae form. He was pretty sure she had somehow put on a few inches, though, and her skin was shading toward a darker blue.

“Now that I have taken up my heritage, it’s not something I can put aside,” she said, putting her tablet down. Her words hung in the air, an almost physical presence. “I have to either fulfill it or fail at it, now.” She reached out to him and he took her hand.

“Felicia, I—” He stopped, not entirely certain what to say. She’d sacrificed more than he ever would have asked to get him out of Faerie, and he knew he didn’t fully understand what all the changes meant. Things had gone beyond the days of being ordinary agents and investigators, or even just the days of being partners. He had no idea how he’d measure up to a fae princess, but he certainly had to try.

The ping of the emergency comms network interrupted his stalled train of thought. The Antarctic base had a broadcast system just in case, but it was rarely used, so the tone jerked everyone to attention. Taisen was out of his chair before the voice cut in.

“Case Zulu in Storage-5, Transport-7,” a voice came. It was calm enough, but he knew the various codewords Taisen had drilled into his people. Case Zulu was an invasion by a hostile party.

“There are fae here,” Felicia said, ignoring the fact that there were plenty of fae already working for House Taisen, but Ray knew what she meant. While it was possible that some hostile House could find the Antarctic base, trying to assault through the protections Taisen had set up would be difficult. At least for anyone who wasn’t Wells, but he was pretty sure Wells wasn’t involved. Fae, though, could skip past some of the protections.

“While I’m here? Poor timing,” Hargrave said, his force armor appearing and rendering him into a faceless titan.

“Or purposeful,” Taisen said, his own force shield rather less showy than Hargrave’s, but certainly no less potent. “All the targets together,” he said before he started snapping orders through his comm-link. Ray shored up his own shields, extending his sphere of authority around Felicia.

“I need to confront them,” Felicia said, brooking no argument. “We’ll go to the fight.”

Ray was glad that neither Taisen nor Hargrave argued, though really there wasn’t time. He channeled his vis through Felicia’s uniform and the two of them took off flying after the archmages. The base was built large enough that mages could use their movement techniques, both horizontally and vertically, and they shot past other personnel following drilled-in responses. Not everyone in House Taisen was a combatant.

They reached the vertical shafts and dived downward four levels, hearing the sharp crack and rumble of magic in use. A moment later they emerged into a scene out of a horror movie. Walls and floors were no longer metal and stone, but flesh and bone and wriggling things. Blood stank and spattered everywhere, most of it inhuman, but that didn’t seem to matter to the intruders.

Eye-twisted tentacles rose from the floor, while distorted beasts, looking like some careless god had smashed parts from a dozen animals together, crawled along the walls. If it was just flesh it wouldn’t have threatened even a subpar mage, but he could see the magic twisting thick about it, turning limbs and teeth into something harder and tougher than steel. Things moved far faster than anything a human could track, blurring from one position to another, easily evading concentrated fire.

In the gore it was impossible to tell how many mages were down, but Ray didn’t believe for a moment there hadn’t been casualties. If a fae had enough power to transmute that much metal and stone, then they had enough to breach the shields of most mages. Especially if it was a surprise.

“The hell is this?” Ray muttered, channeling vis into his combat foci. A vicious cyclone spun out, tearing apart one of the lumpen chimeras and scattering unidentifiable pieces over the already-gory floor — only for the pieces to shift and merge and reform into other, smaller horrors. “This isn’t fae stuff,” he complained, even though he saw it had to be.

“I recognize the stories,” Taisen said, conjuring some sort of spell that set swaths of eldritch organism to smoldering. “Doesn’t burn as well as it should, though.”

“Allow me,” Felicia said, and raised her voice, which was something Ray had almost never
 heard. “I charge House Taisen under my authority to remove the enemies of Felicity Blackblood. Any who surrender and swear to me will be spared. Those who persist will be destroyed.”

A pulse of mana swept out from her; it wasn’t much power, but it seemed to change the tide of the battle in its wake. The mages that were having trouble keeping the heaving mass of flesh at bay found it suddenly far easier to cut and cauterize. Taisen’s magic severed and compartmentalized and crushed, revealing that the change of the storage area’s walls was a true transmutation, not just illusion. It also revealed a tunnel of flesh leading down into the ice, from which terrible wet noises came.

“I’ll take care of—” Taisen started, but Felicia interrupted him. Ray understood why; if she wanted to be a princess, she had to be in charge. But interrupting Archmage Taisen made him wince.

“They get one chance,” she said. “Purge any who refuse to surrender. Archmage Hargrave, might I request your aid in eliminating the rest of these insurrectionists while Archmage Taisen deals with this?” She pointed out into the hall. There was at the very least another level of fae to deal with, and that was assuming more hadn’t arrived.

“I’d enjoy it,” Hargrave said, his golden armor glowing as he surveyed the carnage. Taisen merely snorted and dove down the tunnel, burning things as he went.

“C’mon, Ray,” Felicia said, and he spun them around and headed down the seventh floor transport hall. Instead of a sea of flesh and tentacled horrors, there was a swarm of enormous fish-like humanoids, as if in some mockery of Felicia’s own inhuman traits. They were being held off almost entirely by a single metal mage with a barbed wall, but each blow from the fishy fists dented it, and their blue-green skin simply shrugged off projectiles of fire and ice.

“Surrender or be destroyed,” Felicia thundered, her words sweeping past the defending mages – who were disadvantaged by not wanting to bring tons of ice down on their heads – and made the attacking fae flinch. Hargrave darted in ahead, shrugging off the spells from the other mages, and went fist to fist with the nearest monsters. They did not survive the experience.

After the combat went from an effective stalemate to a slaughter, the dozens of assaulting fae suddenly broke and tried to run back through a hole in the ice. Hargrave’s force wall blocked them off with contemptuous ease, and Ray contributed some of his own piercing winds to whittle down the numbers of the fishmen fae. Only with nowhere to go did some of them actually start to surrender.

“Mercy!” One of them cried, then another. “Mercy, Princess Blackblood!”

Taisen’s people hesitated, but Hargrave went in closer, boxing the fae off in an impenetrable wall. Ray followed with Felicia and she stared down at them imperiously.

“Swear to me,” she said. “Heart, mind, and breath.” Several of them blanched, but Felicia merely waited, and Hargrave began reducing the size of the box around the fae. That was all that was needed for one to start reciting the oath, quickly followed by several of its compatriots.

One of them started screaming something at Felicia in a language Ray didn’t know, but whatever it was, he was set upon by several others in the box and torn to pieces in a sudden burst of claws and jaws. Ray was used to some level of casual violence from the fae, but it was strange to see them turn on each other so quickly and thoroughly.

“You can release them,” Felicia said, after all the fish-men inside the box had either sworn their oath or been massacred for refusing to swear. “They won’t move against you.” Not that they were all that much of a threat after Felicia had, through whatever fae interaction, crippled the opposing magic.

Hargrave released the force box, and Felicia surveyed the gaggle of fish fae. Already their forms were blurring, and they’d probably return to something similar to human in short order. Once a fae’s story was broken, it was left with only a vestige of power and whatever form they’d been born with. Ray had a suspicion these fae had adopted their current form only recently, if they were using stories that Archmage Taisen recognized, since they had to have come from the Lesser Courts in Faerie.

“Not the most auspicious start to my own Court,” Felicia said, surveying the beaten fae. “But it is a start. If Archmage Taisen—” As if her words caused it, there was a shaking and shuddering from somewhere deep underneath them, where Taisen was undoubtedly eradicating the much more powerful fae that had started converting the base. One of the sworn fae leapt at the nearest mage while they were all distracted, only to shriek and wither away in midair, turning to dust.

“The hell was that?” Ray asked, staring at the place where the fae evaporated.

“Oaths are not to be taken lightly,” Felicia said, but her grip was tight on his arm. Despite the harsh mien she had adopted, it was clear she was finding it difficult to deal with everything. “I expect that nobody else will be tempted,” she added, her words nearly flattening the gathered fish-men.

“So where did they come from?” Ray asked, looking at the hole in the back of the room, opening into an ice tunnel. He didn’t see how that could have happened without setting off the wards, though just because it looked like a physical passage didn’t mean it was.

“Someone must have opened a tunnel from Faerie,” Felicia said, taking a deep breath. “There is a Way involved, I can smell it.” Then she turned to Hargrave. “My thanks for your help, Archmage Hargrave. The Court of Blackblood owes you a favor.”

“Glad to be of help,” Hargrave said after a moment, clearly processing what exactly it meant to be owed a favor. Ray took a moment to consider it himself. He still didn’t know how he felt about Felicia being a direct daughter of the rulers of Faerie, especially since she still didn’t act like it. Her sudden assertion of authority over the attacking fae was an exception, but he suspected it would eventually be a rule.

That more or less stopped the attempted sabotage of the Antarctic base dead. Ray doubted that either of the archmages would have been in any danger, especially not with all the precautions that Taisen had in place, but it was very possible that the base itself would have been destroyed. Not to mention how many of the less skilled mages could have been hurt or killed.

“I’ll have to talk to my new subjects, and find out who they are and what they know.” Felicia’s voice still resonated in the air, powerful even if it wasn’t aimed at anyone in particular. “Then, I’ll see if I can do anything about what The Ghost asked,” she added, lowering her voice until only Ray could hear her. “An embarrassing amount of my power comes from the legitimacy his recognition grants me. The least I can do is return the favor.”

***

The Master of Weltentor stepped out of the Gate of Bones, baring his teeth at the weak mana of Earth. Already he could tell that the savory breath of the Night Lands was waning, some vital element gone. The amount puffing out from the Ways was hardly going to be noticeable, and the Ways mostly carried Faerie’s stink anyway. The connection into the Night Lands was not and never would be particularly strong, so it wasn’t even possible to send subordinates and repopulate, but it was at least a way through to Earth.

The gate itself was no longer in South America, that particular avenue having been closed with prejudice. Somehow the fae had conjured up an entire castle in a dark and rainy country, where whatever sun there was failed to penetrate the clouds. He suspected that it was some piece of fae nonsense, though at the moment it was welcome. The Earth’s sun was irritating.

“Welcome,” said Prince Jusael of the Court of Roses, with just a hint of mockery, as if his form weren’t enough. Weltentor restrained himself. Despite his personal dislike of Jusael, the fae protections had been proof against mordite and it was only through the Ways that Weltentor had any access to Earth. The fae had a superior position, and he would be a fool not to recognize it.

“Prince Jusael,” Weltentor said neutrally. “How go your plans?”

“Frustratingly,” Jusael said, with a hiss. “The mages refuse to commit to a war, which is the only way to decide such things. Free passage to Earth helps a lot, but I’ve seen what archmages can do. This entire thing could be over in a few days if they united.”

“Humans are bad at uniting,” Weltentor said, taking a seat and glancing out at the rain-swept, bare-branched forest beyond the castle. “Given a chance they’ll each form their own faction.” Both vampires and fae were far better at centralizing power, but it was an unfortunate fact that humans had the advantage on Earth. By raw numbers, if nothing else.

“Our opponents are irritatingly
 united,” Jusael remarked. “It’s much harder to assault a fortified position than a divided nation.”

“Which, I take it, is what you wanted to see me about.” Weltentor said, somewhat exasperated by how Jusael danced around any topic for ages until he finally got to the point. He preferred to be direct.

“Now that we’ve found
 the daughter of Oberon, she has proved unfortunately evasive. Preferring to hide behind the power of mages.” Jusael sneered, waving a dismissive hand to show what he thought of that. “Nor will she meet any of her peers on the field of battle, preferring to only deal with the less powerful among us. However, a vampire might do just fine.”

“Preferably a vampire that can stand up to archmages,” Weltentor said, nodding understanding. “Of which there are very few.”

“Precisely.” Jusael showed his fangs. “With Princess Blackblood removed – and I would prefer capture, considering the value of her bloodline – then we would be free to establish more footholds on Earth. Her very presence makes it more difficult.”

“I wouldn’t be opposed,” Weltentor conceded, having been made aware of the connection between the fae’s target and his. Useful as the fae were, he needed a more personal reason to come out to Earth than the fae wanting him to hunt down one of their number. The Ghost was about the only reason he could think of, and it was the name that had lured him out.

“But it seems foolish to provide The Ghost with such a target,” he said after a moment. “So far nobody has had any luck holding a prisoner The Ghost is interested in. He has yet to bring anyone back from death.”

“That is a risk we are willing to take,” Jusael said, without quite conceding that he’d had someone taken from under his nose. “It is certain that much of his ability comes from her to begin with.”

Privately, Weltentor doubted it, but he wasn’t going to argue with a fae. It would only make Jusael more stubborn and pigheaded. As if any fae prince needed to be more insufferable. While he was looking forward to meeting The Ghost in person, as it were, he wasn’t going to do so while holding onto a hostage. Though if Jusael managed it, so much the better. There was no way he was going to let the Ghost get away with severing the Night Lands. Even if he couldn’t target the man directly, he could do enough damage to hurt.




Chapter 6 - Planning

“What do you mean you won’t provide them?” Harper Janry goggled at Lorenzo Rossi of the Guild of Enchanting. It was true that with the Night Lands portal severed, the cost for a lot of enchantments had started to rise, but the supply issues hadn’t seemed too bad. At least, not so far. “Are the stockpiles really in that bad a shape?”

“No, that is not the problem,” Rossi said, hands clasped over his belly as he regarded Harper. “In fact, we have sourced some new enchanting material. Rather, the Guild of Enchanting shares its worries with the dragonblooded and certain members of the supernatural community about the dangers of upending the status quo on Earth.”

Harper opened his mouth, then shut it before arguing. Archmage Janry hadn’t put him in the role of envoy because he spoke before he thought. The Guild of Enchanting was one of the most powerful organizations among mages, perhaps even more powerful than GAR. Especially after GAR had been crippled by the most militant and Earth-based branches pulling out of it.

If the Guild of Enchanting was concerned about something, that was a political stance and it was something they would have made clear. Clearly someone, somewhere, hadn’t passed along the appropriate messages, because Rossi wouldn’t blindside him. The head of the Guild of Enchanting was not dumb, and he wouldn’t just spring an embargo on him – and who knew how many other Houses – without some form of notice. That was a failure that Harper could address when he got home.

“It seems a notable change of policy for the Guild of Enchanting to take sides in a political disagreement,” he said instead. Not that the Guild of Enchanting was apolitical, but theirs was a relatively mercenary approach. They cared less about the topics that archmages struggled with and more about what was best for the craft.

“The dealings of the Guild of Enchanting are generally confidential,” Rossi said, clearly picking his words with care. “But certain clients have made a very strong argument that the actions of the Archmage’s Council and the Seven Lesser Courts are not in the interests of the supernatural community.”

Harper didn’t need to be brilliant to read between those lines. The American Alliance and the rogue Houses had somehow gotten the Guild of Enchanting on their side. It was not a small thing — while corite-based enchantments in Faerie would last forever, not every enchantment was based in corite and any new enchantment of any complexity came from the Guild. While they had some stockpiles of raw material, they didn’t have the expertise to create the high-quality work most mages expected. Expanding onto Earth would require cannibalizing existing wards or glamours, and most of those were deeply embedded into House security.

“I see,” he said, biting off a considerably different set of words. “I must admit I am somewhat surprised that the Guild of Enchanting is turning down such a large contract. There are entire estates that need to be built and furnished.”

“There are some considerations more important than money,” Rossi said, so piously that Harper almost laughed. The man wasn’t fooling anyone.

“You do realize how many people are going to be unhappy,” Harper pointed out instead. “Essentially all the Houses in Faerie are united in the determination to make Earth safe again. To prevent another disaster like the debacle with the Night Lands.”

“There is some risk,” Rossi agreed. “But the Guild has considered the merits of the arguments and cannot support widespread changes in the policy toward Earth.”

Harper suppressed a sigh. There had to be something really
 big going on if the Guild of Enchanting was betting against
 the largest and oldest Houses in existence. Admittedly, the Houses in question weren’t the most familiar with direct combat, but it would hardly come down to a war. There were enough ways to dominate mundanes without resorting to brute force.

In a sense the refusal to supply the enchantments House Janry needed was a secondary matter. It would be painful, but the House’s coffers were deep and they had enough infrastructure that they could repurpose some of it, especially if they could get the other Houses to pitch in. The Guild of Enchantment’s opposition as an opinion on who would prevail was far more damaging.

“I suppose you aren’t going to budge on this issue,” Harper finally said.

“I’m afraid not. The Guild of Enchanting appreciates House Janry’s continued patronage, and after the current crisis I fully expect things to return to normal. But for the moment we have to be more circumspect with the tools we provide.”

“Well, then, thank you for your time.” Harper rose and offered Rossi a bow. “I’ll speak with Archmage Janry and see what we can do.” Not that the archmage was going to reverse course, but Harper needed to be polite.

“The Guild of Enchanting is always glad to talk,” Rossi said with a smile. “This too shall pass.”

Harper smiled, nodded and took his leave. The consequences of the Guild of Enchanting taking a side needed to be dealt with as soon as possible. Some of the weaker-willed Houses, or rather archmages, might well see it as a reason to bow out of a conflict that they were only half-heartedly committed to in the first place.

***

Rossi watched Harper depart through the teleportation system, and the smile slipped from his face. He had hoped they would have more time before the Houses started their moves, because the Guild wasn’t quite
 ready to commit. The portal world that Wells had provided them was still being developed, and despite his prodding Wells hadn’t quite been ready to commit to providing additional ones. Sadly, events had forced his hand, and now they would have to accelerate their work.

He left the meeting room and headed deeper into the Guild’s central office. His mage mark verified him and let him pass the heavy security around the rooms in the middle. The secure vaults were where the most intricate enchanting records kept, and for the moment where the connections to the new portal world were located. There were three in all, the portal frames fueled by the mana flow from the portal world itself.

The transportation rooms were heavily shielded to prevent any mana leakage in either direction. They were secret for the moment, and even when only opened temporarily the strange mana could leak out into Faerie, something the locals would surely notice. Even mages would notice the turbulence if they left it open too long.

He channeled vis through the portal frame, the embedded storage crystal augmenting his efforts to open the portal, and stepped through into a room that looked almost identical to the one he’d left. Pale blue stone walls, flat and unadorned, with a single exit. He nodded to the guard at the post just inside the door, and continued through a hall into a large production shop. One that wasn’t in full use, not just yet.

“Guildmaster,” Ordermaster Minot said distractedly as he examined one of the scribers. “It’s almost there, but not quite perfect. Wells means well—” Minot stopped and grimaced at his own wording. “It’s just not as accurate as we need. The spatial differences are just enough that anything we make here would be less efficient.”

“Then we need Duvall,” Rossi said.

“Good luck,” Minot said, straightening from the scriber. “I don’t think she’s going to come out of her estate until this is all over. She’s done it before.”

“Then I’ll simply go to her,” Rossi said. “Have one of the portal frames packed up. Even if she’s not a fan of the person who opened access to this new world, she should see the value in having ever more work demand.” He snorted. “It’s not like GAR is using her apprentices for porters anymore.”

“I believe she still likes the starberry tea,” Minot said. “I’ll have someone dig a cannister out of the vaults.”

“Yes, excellent,” Rossi agreed. Part of him winced at parting with the tea, since it could only be made once a century when starberries bloomed, and it was frankly scarcer than the wine made with the berries themselves. But it would be worth it to get the spatial archmage on their side again.

***

Seeker Jarmin was equal parts frustrated and amazed. The Ghost lived up to his name, and Jarmin was having great difficulty catching a scent. He’d visited each of the locations The Ghost had been present and, despite his skill and prowess, Jarmin couldn’t locate anything belonging to the man. There wasn’t even a conspicuous absence to follow, just occasional muddled patches that might
 have been a trail, if they actually led anywhere. Which they didn’t.

After visiting the sites of various actions, some joint activities with House Taisen and some solo operations, he knew he’d have to take a different approach. Whatever The Ghost did, however he covered his tracks, it was proof against Jarmin’s abilities. But The Ghost was also Callum Wells, and Wells might be easier to find — especially through his son, who shared his blood.

Not that it was easy
 , by any means. A dragonblooded controlled Wells’ original haunt, and the shifters had obscured his subsequent addresses, but after enough snooping around he found that Wells still maintained links throughout the world – some sort of personal portal network – though nobody seemed particularly clear on how it worked.

It was almost by chance that he found it, but he finally picked up Wells’ actual scent from Alpha Chester’s compound. They had nearly as much warding up as Taisen’s base, but remaining ethereal was sufficient to avoid notice. He didn’t dare prowl around in even a changed form since, unlike humans, shifters could spot a fraud instantly. But it was not hard to separate out the few human traces, especially the exuberant residue of a mortal child.

He almost thought that he had Wells then and there, but the only trail in or out was an enchanted piece of metal that had such heavy distortion around it that any trail it may have led him on had been washed away. But even if that lead was dry, there was the rest of the probable network, so he began hunting.

Jarmin let the winds take him as they would, following intuition more than anything as he covered the miles, flitting hither and yon. It felt far easier than trying to track down The Ghost. Callum Wells was a real person, someone the world knew, while The Ghost was hidden and shielded and protected.

It was the work of days, following the faintest hints here and there, but eventually Jarmin ran across a whiff of Wells’ magic, weirdly isolated several dozen feet in the air. Tracking from there, he traced a convoluted route until he found a tiny device parked inside a hollow log. It was part mundane technology, but within it was also a piece of enchantment; an active spatial connection.

He cackled silently, making sure not to manifest by accident. It was no secret The Ghost had keen senses, not unlike those of a Fae Prince. Jarmin suspected that perhaps he had gotten that from the Princess, though The Ghost’s child was undeniably merely human. It seemed strange for the human mistress to have a child before the Princess, but Blackblood was already strange for attempting to deny or hide her heritage. One more oddity was hardly important.

Clearly The Ghost – or rather, Wells, as this was not part of The Ghost’s operation – had never expected his little device to be found. It was
 well-hidden, with barely any trace save for a minor flow of mana — a flow out
 through the portal, which was unusual considering the already low mana levels on Earth. Such a minor deviation would be barely noticeable, except to someone like Jarmin.

He reached out to touch the connection, letting himself flow along it. He could almost feel the secrecy, the exclusionary nature of the tiny connection. Something nearly forbidden, which was the sweetest of fruits. His form flitted out through the other end, and all his glee turned to ash as all the mana suddenly vanished. His ethereal form was stripped from him and he choked on nothing at all in a black-skied, hellish desert that stretched away in every direction.

***

“Holy shit.” Callum reflexively stumbled backward, nearly slipping and falling in the shower. He was completely blindsided by fae magic squirting through one of his nexus connections and turning into some short, suited fae. A fae that promptly started flailing and choking in the airless, mana-deprived surroundings of the moon.

“Mm?” Lucy’s vague sound of inquiry came from the bedroom, but he didn’t have time to answer. He teleported out to the cache, still dripping, and pulled a shotgun and fae-bane ammunition to himself. It wasn’t like there was room in the shower to load and fire.

The fae wasn’t immediately dying, either; vis billowed out to surround him and stave off the harsh environment. While it kept evaporating away into the vacuum, the fae had enough power to make headway, and who knew what would happen then. Callum pushed a bit of his own vis out onto the moon and formed a portal between the shotgun and behind the fae’s head and fired. A glittering plume of atmosphere spread out from where the fae had been, while in Callum’s perceptions the vis acted in a similar way, dissipating into the vacuum.

He shivered, the concrete of the barn cache cold under his feet, water and shampoo dripping onto the floor from his skin. He found himself somewhat disconcerted by the fact that he’d dealt with the entire thing while naked and lathered up, but his enemies were not polite enough to wait until he was ready. Callum dropped the gun on a worktable, promising himself he’d clean it up later, and teleported back into the shower. The hot water helped his muscles unclench too, his body only realizing the terrifying nature of the intrusion after it was over and done with.

“What’s up?” Lucy called, somewhat more clearly, standing at the door of the bathroom.

“Fae incident,” Callum replied through the shower curtain. “Give me a couple minutes and I’ll fill you in.”

“Okay,” Lucy said, and Callum wasn’t sure she even realized he’d teleported away. He’d only been gone a few seconds at most, thought it had seemed longer at the time. It seemed more than passing strange to just continue on as if nothing had happened when he’d just fended off a home invader, but there was nothing else he could
 do. Not immediately, anyway.

Half an hour later, he was properly showered and dressed and there hadn’t been any other intrusions to the nexus. Once he was certain the fae was truly dead he had teleported the body back to Earth, mostly so it didn’t lose all
 its magic. He wasn’t sure if Felicia’s ability would work without some kind of magical continuity.

“I guess the moon nexus did work though,” Lucy said. “I mean, if he could survive on the moon’s surface maybe this was kind of a big deal type fae? I don’t think most of them can do that.”

“If nothing else, he had some kind of teleport-type powers,” Callum said. “At the very least, he came through the portal as just a big bunch of magic, or something. The anchor drones are intact so he just passed right through them.” He sighed and leaned back in the chair, watching Alex happily eating breakfast. “I’m not happy someone found one of my drones but it turned out as well as I could have expected.”

“Oh, you’re not going to be taking more precautions?” Lucy teased.

“All I can do is shut down the portals when I’m not using them, but that means blinding myself.” Callum grimaced. “I thought that cloak was supposed to hide me, but then again, I can’t wear it all the time, especially not in the shower.”

“Fae magic is tricky,” Lucy replied.

“Bacon!” Alex said, waving a piece of it before cramming it into his mouth.

“You said it, kiddo. Bacon is fantastic,” Callum said with a grin, ruffling Alex’s hair and getting a pout in return.

Lucy put in a call to Felicia while Callum and Alex cleaned up from breakfast, and soon enough they were all meeting at Chester’s compound. Callum felt a little bit like he was imposing, but there weren’t many options. Especially since a portal world would possibly kill a fae without feeding mana in, which made earth the only viable meeting place.

“Mister Wells,” Felicia said, and her mage companion, Ray, nodded stiffly to them. “If you have a corpse we’d best take it outside.” While Callum wasn’t affected by it, there was obvious power in her voice by the way he could feel it vibrate through his feet, even at a normal volume. When she spoke, nearby mugs and dishes rattled.

“Only if you want to keep it,” Callum said. “I can just open a portal, otherwise.”

“Of course,” Felicia said. “Depending on what I find I may be taking the body with me, but a portal works for now.” Callum nodded and flicked open a portal to one side, opening right over the corpse of the fae. He’d left it in the woods by the drone, since it was in the middle of nowhere. Felicia reached through and touched an arm with her finger, black veins standing out on her skin. That was creepy enough, but her eyes turned black, too.

“This is more than it used to be,” she muttered, pupil-less eyes shifting this way and that. “Ah. This creature was looking for you as Callum Wells, not as The Ghost. And it wasn’t easy for him, at that.” She shook her head. “That was a nasty place you led him. I won’t even ask how you managed it.”

Callum grunted. It made sense that he was only protected when he was acting in a certain way — donning a mantle, as she’d put it. It was weird, but he kind of understood how that type of fae magic worked and that kind of loophole was only to be expected. Thankfully his habits of cleaning up after himself had mostly worked, if this was the first time a fae had tracked him down.

“This creature is the one who discovered Garrison Seven, as well,” Felicia continued. “He worked for Prince Jusael of the Court of Roses. Also House Janry.”

“Jusael is the one who was holding me,” Ray said. “Bat-winged guy, pale?”

“That’s him,” Felicia confirmed.

“He’s the vampire cosplayer behind that creepy video?” Callum asked, raising his eyebrows. “Did he have anything to do with the fae-empowered vampires we started seeing a while back?” Properly speaking, he hadn’t really seen them directly, but he couldn’t forget the reports after they’d led him into the negative healing trap.

“Ray?” Felicia prompted.

“I suspect so. When I was in his Court there were a number of discussions about vampire stories.” Ray frowned tilting his head back and tapping his foot as he thought. “I’d have to go through the reports I made when I got back to be sure, but I’d lay odds he’s the one pushing them.”

“Then he’s the one with the negative healing traps,” Callum said. “Which were also in the Night Lands. So it was probably him
 who got out the orders for the vamps to go wild.”

“For that to be the case, there’d need to be a connection between Faerie and the Night Lands,” Felicia pointed out.

“All you’d need is an unaccounted-for teleport anchor,” Callum mused. “Or whatever fae thing that guy used to get through my portals. It wasn’t physical.”

“No, that was his own special talent,” Felicia disagreed. “It is not something you can expect to see from many others.”

“Well, that’s something at least,” Callum muttered. Felicia nodded and withdrew her hand. Ray had a disinfecting wipe ready for her, and Callum closed the portal as she scrubbed her fingers. “But this means that the vampires aren’t out of it yet.”

“What makes you say that?” Ray asked, pulling a chair out for Felicia. Callum sat across from them, and while the little dining room of the loaner cottage in Chester’s compound wasn’t as comfortable as the big meeting room, it was definitely more private.

"Because he ordered his minions to kill people out of spite,” Callum said bluntly. “Nobody with that frame of mind would possibly let things go. No, he’d be trying to do as much damage as he could, however he could.”

“Aren’t the Courts and Janry trying to do that already?” Ray asked, half-rhetorically.

“I think they’re afraid of open war,” Callum said. “But this guy sure isn’t. He probably would love to see it happen.”

“It’s possible,” Ray said doubtfully. “But what can we do about it? Finding a single person is quite difficult, as you well know.”

“I do know,” Callum sighed. “I’d appreciate it if you asked Taisen to keep an eye out, but for now — if he’s working with the fae Courts you’re probably a target just as much as I am. Can you hold up against a top level vampire? I don’t know how powerful they can get.”

“Perhaps,” Felicia said, sharing a glance with Ray. “In the middle of Garrison Seven, yes, but I can hardly hide there. Not if I am to fulfill my obligations.”

“Then I have a couple of homebonds for you,” Callum decided. It wasn’t like he had huge amounts of spare enchanting done, but Felicia was his best path toward wrangling the fae. Otherwise his only option was closing that
 portal too, and he couldn’t help but think the fallout would be even worse. A small investment to keep her alive was definitely worthwhile.

He reached out to his cache and summoned two sets of homebonds, leaving him one spare. The receiver plates took up most of the floor, and the rings weren’t exactly perfectly sized but they could be altered bit without affecting the underlying enchantment. He pushed them across the table and Felicia and Ray took one each.

“You’ll have to deal with the vis resistance yourself, I’m afraid,” he told them. “But otherwise they should work. Faster in high-mana environments, or if you use a capacitor.”

“I can manage it,” Felicia said. “Thank you. This is uncommonly generous.”

“You’re welcome,” Callum said. “Now, the question is what to do about Jusael himself. We need to block him from causing any more trouble.” There was an obvious solution, but after the debacle with the Night Lands he was less confident in direct action. Part of him was tempted to pitch taking over the Faerie portal. With Taisen in charge he’d be a lot more confident in the traffic between worlds, but that was probably something that the Archmages couldn’t let stand.

“You’re The Ghost,” Felicia said, as if that were the answer to the question. “You should simply remove Jusael.”

“Doesn’t that run the risk of forcing more open conflict?” Callum asked, raising his eyebrows. “That’s our main limitation. Preventing this thing from spilling out into the real world.”

“Maybe for mages, but you’re The Ghost and he is fae. That is precisely
 your story and it would not be at all unfair,” Felicia said. “In fact, the other Courts would respect you for it. Not if you threatened the portal to Faerie, they’d all have to mobilize everything if that was the case. But removing a specific person for a specific reason? Especially a Prince?”

“Really?” Callum leaned back in his chair and clasping his fingers together. “That would make things easier. I hate this morass of politics, and direct action is far more my speed. But only if I don’t put my foot in it like before.”

“I’m rather surprised he took the chance, actually,” Felicia mused. “Directly threatening you opens him up to reprisal. Perhaps he simply does not believe that anyone from Earth could injure him in his own territory.”

“I’d be happy to disabuse him of that notion,” Callum said. “But the last time I took on a fae king, it was not pleasant. His magic was able to hit me even from a distance, and he summoned up something right on top of me. I don’t suppose your cloak will protect me from that?”

“Perhaps,” Felicia said at length, clearly considering the matter. “However, there is a difference between being protected against detection, and being protected against grasping thorns.”

“Right.” Callum sighed. He knew it wouldn’t be a free pass against magical fae bullshit, but it was still annoying to hear. “I’ll have to make the proper preparations then.” Including having Gayle on hand, and the shifters. In some way it’d be a rerun of his assassination of Ravaeb, but he wasn’t going to fool around with mundane weaponry.

“Well, if we’re going to do this, I don’t see any reason to waste time,” he continued. “I’ll check with Lucy, and then I’ll need to scout things first, but probably as early as tomorrow I’ll want you – and likely Taisen – around in case things go sideways.”

“That’s prompt,” Ray observed. “We’ll make sure all the relevant parties know.”

The pair left soon after, Ray floating the teleportation plates out through the door, and Callum returned home. He checked in with Lucy and Alex, then surveyed his cache. If he was going to be dealing with a fae prince or king, he needed cold iron. Unfortunately, that was the bane material he had the least of, only amounting to a few ounces. Enough for an enchantment, but barely enough for a killshot.

Though he wasn’t sure even that would be sufficient to take out a fae prince in Faerie itself. He was sure the bane material would do exactly what it was supposed to, but a few ounces might do very little to a person who seemed to be indistinguishable, magically, from the princedom he ruled. Like trying to kill a skyscraper with a shotgun.

Once again, the anti-mana portal was probably his best bet, but he was very wary of anything that seemed like such a panacea. There had to be a catch somewhere, some downside he hadn’t noticed yet. Other than the potential for magical Armageddon if such a portal became permanent.

Until such a downside become evident, though, he was absolutely ready to abuse it to strip away all the magical protections and benefits built into buildings. Or people. At some point people would figure out a countermeasure, and he had to get all the use he could out of it before that happened.

“You know, I can’t say you’re wrong about getting this guy, but at the same time, I really don’t like the risk of dealing with another fae curse or whatever. Ravaeb was bad enough and he was just an Earth-side fae.” Lucy said, watching as Callum played catch with Alex, while she set up the screens for the war room from her laptop.

“Yes, but I’ve got more advantages now,” Callum said. “And for once I have time to do some proper surveillance ahead of time.” He tossed the foam ball to Alex, who headbutted it instead of trying to catch it and then pursued the errant ball into the yard. When he came back Callum picked him up to give him a hug. “Alright, kiddo, we’ve got to do some serious stuff now, we can play more later.”

“’Kay, daddy,” Alex said, and squirmed out of his arms before running off to get his pedal car so he could tear around the back yard. Callum watched him go, shaking his head before standing up.

“Right, war room time.”

“I’ll keep an eye on you from here,” Lucy said, tapping the laptop. Callum didn’t blame her, since it was a nice day out – as always, in their pocket universe – and neither of them wanted to leave Alex completely unsupervised. That was the exact reason Lucy had put surveillance in the war room.

Callum gave Lucy a hug and a kiss and teleported himself downstairs, settling into the chair and running through his preparations. A feeder portal, for the cloak, the cloak itself, a set of drones, and the wooden ball just in case. Then he snaked a thread of his vis through the portal to Faerie.

The second time through, he knew where he was going so it was a fairly simple process to send his drone into the air and drag it off toward Jusael’s enclave. Or princedom, really. Unlike last time, he was looking for Jusael himself, who ought to be considerably easier to find than prisoners.

He started with the central and largest castle, since with his perceptions he should be able to spot the fae king more or less immediately. Unfortunately, there was a lot of extra space crammed into the area through fae-style spatial manipulation, so he couldn’t do it all in one go. Callum also had to make sure that his drones stayed out of any visible sight-line, since even with the cloak protecting him his actions weren’t actually invisible. Considering that some fae phased right through walls or skittered around tiny passages, that was more difficult than it was with a human building.

After some observation, he ended up parking his drones in various cabinets and drawers, deep inside kitchens or bedrooms. That wasn’t quite as good as he preferred, but the privacy of various fae was a better shield than being physically obscured when it came to Jusael’s dwelling. With multiple drones stashed away, he was able to track Jusael’s movements, and made notes with timestamps as the fae prince moved about his castle.

The best thing would be to ambush Jusael in his sleep, but he wasn’t sure the fae actually did
 sleep. Especially since there was no actual sunlight in his region of Faerie. Barring that, some time when Jusael was alone, since Callum was going to err on the side of excessive force. He didn’t want to involve bystanders if he could help it.

If he didn’t have the advantage of the cloak and his perceptions it would have been the work of days or weeks to surveil such a huge and busy place, but Callum only needed six or seven hours. Not all at once, but spread out over the day, focusing half his attention on Jusael while he went about other business. He didn’t much enjoy watching a vampire cosplayer and matching court, but it at least gave Callum time to put together a plan of action.

“Set it up for tomorrow,” Callum told Lucy, rubbing at his eyes to try and ease the faint headache from straining to read everything in a thousand-foot radius. “Shifters and mages for backup, and Felicia in case there’s a fae thing we need to deal with. Hopefully we won’t need any of them, but better safe than sorry.”




Chapter 7 - Dispatch

One of the keys to Callum’s plan to take care of Jusael was an idea that he’d rejected long ago: the infinite portal box. His assassination of Constance had showed him that the sheer force and speed of things in space could match supernatural toughness, but intersecting drones was tricky and unwieldy. It had seemed the best way to do things at the time, but with more skill and resources came more options.

Letting a projectile accelerate infinitely in the vacuum of space sounded good, but it wasn’t as easy as that. Even the slightest drift would send it careening against the walls of the container that braced the portals, which would at best destroy the entire thing. He needed the spatial field to force the projectile to the center of the apparatus, so it would stay, pick up speed, and not end up exploding ahead of time.

Enchanting a gravity field that pulled not just downward, but inward, was well within his capabilities after several years working with the Guild of Enchantment, and a portal pair inside a mana insulation box barely took any work at all. All that went into space near the moon, with a feeder portal to his pocket universe to keep it powered, and he started it up. A collection of corite buckshot started its infinite fall.

The yield for such a device got absolutely insane if he let it run for weeks rather than hours, starting to climb past nuclear and into planet-cracking territory, which was not the sort of bomb he wanted lying around. In the short term though, the buckshot turned into something with a lot more pep than a mere gun. Or even artillery.

Considering the potential of making the box, he wasn’t going to tell anyone but Lucy. It was one thing to be The Ghost, and it was another to be The Ghost with a nuclear arsenal. He didn’t want people thinking he could or wanted to eradicate entire countries. Nor did he want to get into thinking on that scale himself. No, The Ghost went after individuals, for their own actions.

He and Lucy spent some time setting everything up beforehand, since they were for once inviting people over to the redoubt rather than using Chester’s compound. There was a very good reason for it — Callum’s portal world was completely disconnected from Faerie. There was not even a trace of Faerie’s mana, which would make it extremely difficult for any retaliation on Jusael’s part. Not that he was using the house for it, despite the usefulness of the war room.

They’d left Alex with Chester’s people for the moment, where he was happily playing with shifter kids. Sometime soon he’d start manifesting his magic, and that would introduce a whole raft of problems, but for now he was just like any other nearly-three-year-old. Admittedly, one with friends that could change between four legs and two.

The two of them set up a big pavilion tent on one of the other islands, a smaller one with barely any greenery, along with plastic outdoor furniture. Power and internet were brought in through a temporarily-reassigned drone connection, and they set up several spare monitors on the tables. Lucy looked it over and laughed.

“Seems more like a picnic than an attack,” she said. “Dinner and a show, featuring The Ghost!”

“It does seem a bit of a circus,” Callum agreed with a chuckle. “There’s more people involved every time. If it weren’t a fae prince I wouldn’t want to do any
 of this.”

“I wish we didn’t
 have to do any of this,” Lucy grumped, popping another piece of sour candy into her mouth. Since Gayle was coming, she was flagrantly and smugly cheating on her diet. “I liked it when things were quieter.”

“Gotta earn that level of quiet,” Callum sighed. “There’s going to be a lot more of this for a while.”

“I know, I know,” Lucy said. “Doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to it.”

“Right, time to get everyone over.” Callum simply opened a portal to Chester’s place a few minutes earlier than he’d anticipated. He had feeder portals set up for the shifters and for Felicia, one from the Deep Wilds and the other from near Faerie itself, which meant that almost his entire drone portal network was tied up. No matter how many anchors he had, it never seemed to be enough.

Chester wasn’t attending himself, but his Wolfpack was, five heavy hitters that were more than enough to secure Callum’s physical safety. Then there was Archmage Taisen, accompanied by Gayle, Felicia, and Ray. Not that he expected to need any of them.

“Oh wow,” Gayle said, looking around, her eyes bright. All the floating islands were visible around them, with the waterfalls and associated fragments of rainbow. With the protections against the wind up, it was extraordinarily picturesque. “This is amazing.”

“It’s not bad,” Lucy said modestly. “We’ll be working on getting you guys your own portal world soon enough, but no guarantees what it looks like. Hard to control that kind of thing.”

“I’m not sure how much you’re going to actually see
 ,” Callum cautioned them, donning his fae cloak before settling into his chair. “But you’ll know if things go wrong.”

The only anchor he’d left in Faerie was the one embedded in the wooden masking ball, and even that was outside of the confines of the castle that Jusael used for his court. He’d stuffed it into a tree, and now he used it to push out his surveillance drones and start hopping them into place through chained teleports. Since he’d spent so long on it before, it only took him minutes to get them all in position.

Jusael was very much a creature of habit, so far as Callum had observed. He moved through the same rooms, using the same hallways, accompanied by the same people. The Prince was very rarely by himself, though Callum doubted most people realized it. One of Jusael’s attendants was invisible and ethereal, a flowing vortex of vis. Though it might not have been an actual person as such, maybe some manifestation of Jusael’s control over the local mana. There was no way that Callum could eliminate Jusael without also affecting that phantom guard, which was something he’d had to accept.

The best time to catch Jusael by himself was not in his bedroom, considering the number of paramours he had waiting there, but at the top of a high tower. The prince often went there to send or receive bird-carried messages and sometimes practiced swordplay. It certainly looked flashy to Callum’s perceptions, especially since the fae’s movements would quickly exceed what he could track, but he didn’t know how useful it actually was.

Even the best swordwork couldn’t beat orbital bombardment.

He was vaguely aware of his guests chatting as he waited for Jusael to head up to the tower. Callum always felt a little awkward when other people were around for his operations since it was mostly in his head, so he was glad they were leaving him alone to work. Even if he was mostly just waiting.

“Jusael’s moving,” Callum said, when the prince finally
 got some news and started the climb to the top of the tower. Given Jusael’s displayed ability to be anywhere he wanted in an instant, Callum wasn’t sure why he walked, but a good amount of fae life seemed to be performative. Which made Callum’s job easier, if nothing else.

The fae prince reached the top of the tower and reached out an arm, calling down one of the enormous birds that circled above the castle. He tied a scroll about its leg and then released it back into the air, where it shot off toward one of the other fae princedoms. Callum took the opportunity to teleport one of his drones to just outside the tower, out of the line of sight under an overhang created by the crenellations. For this, Callum wanted as short a path for his vis as possible.

He tapped into his vis crystals, opening two small portals linking Faerie and Earth, and two anti-mana portals Earth-side. The next few moments were somewhat delicate, as he pushed the anti-mana portals through the connectors to Faerie before they collapsed, making sure to aim them Jusael’s way. Then he pulled the anti-mana portals wide, pouring enormous amounts of vis into them to expand them to a six foot diameter. The two were positioned to intersect at Jusael’s position, though given his prior experiences with large-scale anti-mana, it’d blanket most of the tower’s top.

Callum figured that was the most ticklish part, because with Jusael’s speed he could possibly avoid the anti-mana effects — but only if he realized what it was. Given the degree to which it had made Jusael flinch before, he was hoping that a wide-area saturation would be enough to distract and catch the fae prince in its path. Not that he expected to kill Jusael with it, but to isolate him from all the power he could draw on from his princedom.

The blank anti-mana billowed out, not quite as energetic as it had been on Earth, but the enormous columns still blotted out big swathes of perception. Including, unfortunately, where Jusael was, but it was better that than leaving the fae prince free to pull on more power than Callum would use in a lifetime. Through the drone’s pickup he heard Jusael scream, which he used as his cue to teleport over the contents of the infinity box at the same time that he repositioned the drone to see Jusael on camera.

With the ammunition accelerated to an impossible blur, he needed to grab the entire space and move it to Faerie, making sure it was pointed in the proper direction. Even if he couldn’t see the fae with his perceptions directly, his spatial instincts were so sharpened he could aim by sight alone.

The infinite loop portals collapsed, separated as they were from the enchantments that had powered them, and the buckshot slammed into Jusael and the surroundings with the force of a small bomb. The shockwave and shrapnel took out his poor drone, the feed instantly going blank and the portal collapsing. He switched to one of the other drones he’d put nearby, teleporting it up to the tower to make sure he’d actually managed it. If he’d simply missed
 Jusael, he was going to be irritated.

“What the heck did you just do?” Gayle asked, boggling at the feed from the drone. The entire top of the tower was simply gone, the anti-mana portals already collapsed. There was just a stump of stone, steaming slightly for reasons that were probably magical.

“Killed Jusael. Probably.” Unfortunately he had to add the conditional, because he’d been a little too
 potent and there wasn’t anything left that might be construed as a corpse.

“You removed a fae prince. In Faerie. In twenty minutes.” Taisen bit off each sentence, sounding as if he didn’t believe it.

“And several hours of preparation,” Callum pointed out, though he had admit it had been a pretty clean and direct operation.

“You realize even I would have difficulty accomplishing that,” Archmage Taisen said, looking at the drone feed with narrowed eyes. “And it would involve considerably more destruction. With an entire realm to draw on, it’d be a pitched battle at the very least.”

“Pitched battles aren’t really my thing,” Callum said, made somewhat uncomfortable by how focused Taisen looked.

“Doesn’t that mean you can assassinate anyone?” John of Chester’s Wolfpack asked, taking a sip of one of the beers Callum had provided. “Like, Archmage or whoever? That amount of force concentration."

“Possibly,” Callum conceded. “But I’d rather not draw too much attention to that fact. I don’t want anyone jumping in with our enemies just out of fear of me.”

“At this point I think you’ve made as many enemies as you ever will,” John remarked.

“Sure, but if we’re too scary people won’t stop
 being enemies,” Lucy pointed out. “I mean, I know I
 sure don’t want us to have to fight all the Archmages.”

“That’s honestly kind of scary,” Gayle said, still staring at the drone feed. “Like, I know you’re on our side, and I guess it’s not too different from grandfather getting serious, but it feels different.”

“Looking at it, even if you destroyed the tower that shouldn’t be enough to kill a prince of Faerie,” Felicia said, regarding the damage. “I presume there was cold iron involved.”

“Yeah,” Callum said, not mentioning the anti-mana. If it ever became an issue he’d reveal it, but for now it seemed better to keep it under wraps. “Is there any way you can tell if I actually
 managed it? All the local mana seems to be in a tizzy, but that doesn’t tell me anything.”


“In a tizzy,”
 Lucy murmured in delight. Callum gave her a brief, tired smile. She still found his occasional rural turns of phrase amusing.

“It should be safe to open a brief connection,” Felicia confirmed. “Even a second or two will make it clear whether the princedom is leaderless. Or if Jusael is simply recovering.”

“Archmage Taisen?” Callum waited for Taisen to summon a half-dozen spell forms and nod at Callum, ready in case something tried to come through. His head ached as he opened yet another portal between them and Faerie, finding that even with the vis crystals to take the brunt of the load, juggling so many portals, and such large ones, drained him pretty thoroughly.

Felicia went so far as to put her hand through the portal and waved it about, like she was feeling what direction the wind was going, then drew it back. Callum shut the portal after, finding the lack of reaction encouraging. The last time Felicia had even been near Faerie, a fae prince had showed up instantly.

“The realm is trying to adhere to the next in line,” she reported. “Jusael’s successor will inherit much of his power, but Jusael himself is gone.”

“Great,” Callum said, sagging into his seat. “Then we’re done here.” He went to recall all his drones, but then stopped and waited a moment in case there was something urgent he’d forgotten.

“Didn’t have to do anything,” John rumbled. “Least there was beer,” he concluded. Callum snorted. He had
 provided some refreshments, just in case they had to wait a while for Jusael to write a message, but it had turned out to be a fairly quick operation overall.

“I’m glad we didn’t
 have to do anything,” Gayle declared. “Fighting isn’t any fun and I see enough injuries with Archmage Taisen’s people.”

“I’m on your side,” Callum declared, pulling all his drones out of Faerie and standing up. “Thank you for being on hand anyway.”

“This is going to make waves,” Taisen noted. “Are you intending to go after the others? Or any of the Archmages?”

“Not today,” Callum said. “I don’t have any evidence the other Fae are doing anything untoward — though if you get me that, I may change my mind. I also need more corite, though,” he said with a grimace. “I’m out.”

“I’m sure we can find some if we need another prince removed,” Taisen said, and Callum nodded. He hadn’t expected a gift of a fairly precious material, since nobody in the Earth-side alliance had real access to Faerie. The Guild of Enchanting might be able to provide it, or he’d have to scavenge it from Faerie himself.

It would have been really
 nice to loot Jusael’s treasury. There was so much stuff there, that even if he just took cold iron he’d be set for a long time. But The Ghost was a cold, direct actor. He wasn’t punishing Jusael’s entire court, just the man in charge. Possibly he could have taken Jusael’s private property, if any survived the destruction, but the domain treasury was off limits.

He'd started that approach a long time back and it had proven to be a good idea as the whole reputation of The Ghost grew. The Ghost’s attention was personal
 , and anyone who wasn’t being individually evil was safe. Both their person and their property. It was an integrity that couldn’t be bought, and was probably the only reason he could be the backbone of the Earth side alliance.

If he wanted to make a world that he wanted Alex and any other future children to inherit, he needed to be strict with his behavior. Even if not everyone would agree with it, consistency was king.

“Now that this is done, we should discuss how we’re going to approach Janry,” Taisen said. Callum nodded agreement. The problem was, he wasn’t sure what he could
 do about Janry. Not only was removing an archmage an entirely different prospect than the constrained politics of the fae, but he wasn’t sure how much Janry was personally responsible for. Or if he was just another link in a chain leading somewhere even further afield. It was useless to take out the emperor when it was the grand vizier who was the problem all along.

“We’ll have to be careful about it. I might be able to target him, but only when we’re absolutely, positively certain,” he said.

“Oh, I agree,” Taisen replied. “And if you have to take him on directly, we should at least peel away as many other Houses as possible.”

“I suppose we’re done here then,” Callum said, glancing around at the little island. “You all can come back to my house, or I can send you back to Chester’s. I’m sure most of you would rather just go home.”

“I’ll stay,” Gayle said, glancing over at the monitors even if they were blank. “To represent House Hargrave.”

“That sort of stuff is Chester’s or Lisa’s business,” John said, standing up. The rest of the wolfpack followed. “We’ll head back.”

Callum spent the next few minutes juggling portals and teleports, cleaning up the little outpost by the simple expedient of sending the entire thing into his back yard. He wasn’t really looking forward to another afternoon of hashing out political moves, but he did have a responsibility. He didn’t want to end up with another Night Lands debacle.

***

“What.” Archmage Janry stared at the fae standing in his study. It wasn’t one of the usual messengers, since the Lesser Courts at least used generally human-looking types for that purpose. This fae looked like nothing more than a very large, black dog, even if it could speak.

“The Court of Roses will be dealing with internal matters for some time,” the dog said, underplaying the sort of cutthroat maneuvering that a power struggle entailed. “We have no interest in severing relations but of necessity any help will be contingent on the debts or inclinations of individual fae. The Court of Stone will be the first among equals until such a time as the Court of Roses has resolved matters.”

“Very well.” Janry knew that he betrayed no real emotion over the news, a quirk that he’d used to his benefit for a long time. But that didn’t mean the irritation didn’t burn at the back of his chest. “I will redirect my communications to the Court of Stone.”

The dog made a sort of amused growl and left. Janry watched it go, then sighed and then summoned his aide via scry-comm. Magus Tiana appeared with commendable alacrity, and once again Janry schooled his ire for the sake of his niece.

“I’ve just been told that Wells removed Prince Jusael of the Court of Roses,” Janry said without any preamble. Not that he knew that for certain, but there was nobody else it could be. “Inform the Archmage Council, and tell them that we’ll be dealing with the Court of Stone instead for the foreseeable future.”

“Yessir,” Tiana said, only showing her surprise with a slight widening of her eyes, and bowed before leaving the study. Janry watched her go, then stood and paced over to his window, looking down the slopes of the majestic mountain his House was built on. He was finding the Earth alliance, though they hadn’t yet started calling themselves that, very irksome. If they had attacked one of the Houses, that would have been different. But removing Jusael was only praiseworthy to the Seven Lesser Courts.

It would be hard to convince the neutral Houses to take it seriously when the fae didn’t themselves. To them it was a stylish move, to be admired, not the threat that it really was. Janry had no doubt Wells was working with Archmages Taisen and Hargrave, along with that stray fae princess, and that was how he accomplished the removal of so powerful a target. Even if Wells was an Archmage himself, it wasn’t possible to summon the raw power necessary to eradicate a prince of the Seven Lesser Courts so easily.

He turned and unlocked his vis-keyed safe, taking out a specific scry-comm and activating it. Then he returned to his House paperwork while he waited, for he didn’t expect an immediate answer. There were plenty of plans that needed adjustment anyway, even though the general outline remained undisturbed.

Removing Wells himself remained an almost impossible proposition; if the fae couldn’t find and eliminate him, no mage could. Human magic just didn’t have that sort of flexibility, so Janry wasn’t going to bother with that at all. But given Well’s reticence in dealing with people who didn’t threaten him directly
 , undermining the power base of the Earth alliance was perfectly reasonable. And there were a number of allies that were vulnerable to indirect action.

“This is the Master of Weltentor.” A sour voice came from the scry-comm, and Janry positioned it in the center of his desk with a flick of his kinesis focus.

“This is Archmage Janry,” he said. “Were you aware that Wells removed Prince Jusael yesterday?”

“I was not,” the response came at length. “That is an extremely dangerous man. You need to eliminate him before he does any more damage.”

“If he could be found, I would,” Janry said. “Short of assaulting Alpha Chester’s compound in the middle of a visit – which would not guarantee anything – he is impossible to find. Even the Guild of Enchanting doesn’t deal with him directly. Only his remotes.”

“Then my strategy remains,” Weltentor said. “Assault him by proxy. Hurt him. Force him into a vulnerable position.”

“That’s your role,” Janry said, somewhat irritated. He
 was constrained by needing to keep the support of the other archmages. Weltentor was not, but the fact was the vampire had done very little to prosecute his part of the offensive. With free reign on Earth there was a lot
 of damage Weltentor could be doing, though admittedly of the incidental variety. There were lots of low-level personnel under Chester or the rogue Houses that were vulnerable.

Unfortunately Janry couldn’t actually order
 Weltentor. The destruction of the Night Lands portals had effectively severed their relations, and unless Janry could convince Duvall to reopen it – if such was even possible – they were at best allies of convenience. And Duvall was unlikely to be amenable until after the issue of Earth was settled.

“I have my own targets,” Weltentor said shortly. “I will have to advance my plans.” The scry-comm clicked as Weltentor hung up, and Janry rubbed at his temples. He very much disliked working with people he couldn’t control; even the fae were very biddable given the proper incentives and framing.

As annoying as Weltentor was, he did have a point. Janry would have to escalate the efforts to deal with the people supporting the Earth alliance’s principal actors. But do so in such a way that he didn’t tip things over into open conflict, since that would certainly scare off some Houses. That wouldn’t always be the case, but supernaturals tended to move slowly.

The question was what the best target would be.

***

“Thank you for agreeing to meet me, archmage,” Grand Magus Lorenzo Rossi said. Archmage Duvall nodded at him, lifting her teacup and taking a sip. As much as she would have preferred to remain completely aloof, the Guild of Enchanting was her most important contact — she barely worked with anyone other than Rossi.

The gift of a rare tea was unexpected — but suspicious. House Duvall and the Guild of Enchanting were on good enough terms that such a bribe implied asking something beyond the normal bounds of commerce. In these uncertain times, she was loath to take on any special work, but the coalition put together by House Janry had frozen her out of some of her usual markets. Not that anyone could replace House Duvall for certain services — but they could certainly restrict certain amenities.

“House Duvall is always glad to entertain the Guild of Enchanting,” she said diplomatically. “And of course, it’s good to see you personally. Thank you for the tea.” It was
 good, with notes that couldn’t be found on Earth or the Deep Wilds, delicate and sweet and tart with lingering hints that seemed more like emotions and memories than actual flavors.

“I understand it’s a particularly good crop,” Rossi agreed, studying her across the table. “Unfortunately, current events in Faerie may make it more difficult to get in the future.”

“I know,” Duvall said, trying not to grimace. She wasn’t going to lay odds on how the conflict was going to turn out, but she wasn’t willing to rule anything out — not after seeing what that heretic Wells was willing to do. Some of her detractors among the other archmages had called her out for cowardice, but she’d always kept House Duvall neutral in any conflict, small or large. Besides which, she knew what Wells was playing with and she wanted no part of it, either to deal with it being used as a weapon or the inevitable consequence of a mistake. “However, if you’re here about those events I’m afraid I can’t offer any aid of note.”

“I’m not, actually,” Rossi said, visibly brightening and clearly glad to put the topic behind him. “I have a spatial enchantment I would like you to help me refine, as well as some work I would like to get your estimate on.”

“Oh?” Duvall felt herself relaxing. That was far safer a topic than current politics — and the Guild of Enchanting sometimes had interesting ideas she wouldn’t have come up with herself. Theirs was the collaboration that had resulted in the switchboard that made the modern teleportation network possible. Even in the wake of the changes she’d needed to make, it was still the best way to connect so many destinations.

“If you have the time, I’d appreciate you coming out to our new site,” Rossi said. “I think you’d find it interesting and, speaking frankly, your professional opinion would be valuable.”

“I find myself with a surfeit of time today,” Duvall replied. “When I finish my tea I would enjoy seeing your new site.” She didn’t even know that the Guild of Enchanting had expanded its holdings.

“The new location is somewhat secret,” Rossi cautioned her, even as she was wondering about the particulars. “Of course, I know you will keep it in confidence.”

“Certainly,” Duvall replied. She was quite curious, but didn’t let that hurry her through the tea. It was just too good. Only once she had finished the last drop of tea did she stand. The servants could clean up while she saw what Rossi had to show her.

Like most of the Houses, Rossi had converted his connections to portals, though unlike most Houses he had a direct connection with House Duvall. They stepped through to the Guild of Enchanting, but Duvall noticed that the far end had been moved to Earth from Faerie. The layout was still the same though, and she noted that Rossi was leading her to the high security section, where he kept experimental products.

Out of respect both for his privacy and for the sensitivity of enchantment creation she didn’t use her active senses to probe the area, so she was surprised when Rossi showed her to another portal and stepped through. She followed, and frowned as she studied the sensation of the surrounding space. There was clearly a spatial construct in place, and she pulsed her vis to examine it.

“This is—” she stopped. It was a construct meant to make space act like Earth’s, an artificial version of her stabilization. It encompassed only the single room, though there were many other similar ones covering the rest of the structure. They were in a portal world — but not one she recognized.

“It’s not very good,” Rossi said, half-apologetically, while she was still recovering from the shock. “Any significant spellcasting will disrupt it, so it’s a stopgap and not a solution. We still need you to alter this space.”

“This is a new portal world.” Duvall snapped, not making it a question. “How did you gain access to it?”

“Alas, our sources remain confidential,” Rossi said, which all but guaranteed that the source was Wells. “However, we control sole access to this particular portal world. We have it on some authority that sole or primary access to other portal worlds may be offered to Houses on a case by case basis in the near future. All of which will need stabilization.”

Duvall huffed, looking around the blank receiving room. It went against the grain — she didn’t like anyone infringing upon her prerogatives and the specialty of House Duvall. But she wasn’t stupid. She certainly couldn’t
 provide access to new portal worlds. Wells was running insane risks, dealing with dimensional portals, but if he could make it work it was something that she couldn’t compete on.

Every House would want their own, but they’d also want the land stabilized. The enchantment Rossi wanted to collaborate with her on would provide a temporary solution, enough to entice people to build, and create more demand for her services. Not that it was lacking just yet — but there was only so much land in Faerie or the Deep Wilds.

She hadn’t gotten where she was by taking the short view. Wells’ experiments would only end in disaster — a disaster she had no desire to be part of. But in this case, there wasn’t a good reason to stay completely aloof. Whether these supposed other portal worlds appeared or not, House Duvall had to remain on the forefront of spatial magic.

“Very well,” she said, eyeing the enchantment skeptically. “Let us take a look. I am certain House Duvall can improve on this amateurish work.”

Rossi smiled.




Chapter 8 - Investment

Ray Danforth offered the mundane a professional smile, the kind that barely reached the lips and didn’t touch the eyes at all. Not that people in the government expected anything else, especially not from people like him. Everyone knew what to expect from someone in a suit with badge, earpiece, and gun. Even if it was an arcanopistol rather than mundane issue.

“Thank you for your time,” he said. “You may go.” The employee scampered out without a backward glance. Ray sighed and rubbed his eyes, glancing at Felicia. She chuckled softly, the power of her voice thrumming through the air. He’d been interviewing most of the people even though Felicia could compel answers from them —precisely because
 she could compel answers from them. She wasn’t just acting as someone’s agent anymore; she was a Fae Princess and she couldn’t forge her own story by acting like her predecessors and opponents.

“At least we’re nearly done,” she said. Ray nodded. Screening through entire government departments for people who might be affected by fae compulsions took a lot of time, no matter how much or little magic was used. They’d only found two people affected out of almost a thousand, but that was still two people too many. It didn’t bode well for the rest of the departments – and other governments – they had yet to cover. But the more people they found, the easier it would be to find the root source and deal with it all at once.

It was clear enough that GAR and the Seven Lesser Courts were involved, but that wasn’t good enough. They needed names, times, locations. If not for them, then for The Ghost. Arbitrary punishments were not a good way to start a new era of supernatural politics, and holding any random member they could find accountable would not be appropriate.

“Next is Senator Wagner’s office,” Felicia said, consulting her tablet. “We’ll probably—”

Ray’s shields snapped into existence as the wall exploded, thickened air stopping debris dead, and he reached for his combat foci by reflex. Something smashed into his shields so hard that he was flung out of his seat and into the far wall, only the cushioning built into his protective construct keeping him from being knocked silly.

“Stop
 .” Felicia’s voice hammered out, every speck and particle and piece of debris freezing in place. Even mana stopped, his shield of solidified air turning crystal from the force of her command. It froze a man in midair, like a fly in amber — or rather, a vampire, his hands already partway around Felicia’s neck. She stepped back out of range with a single, unhurried step and glanced at Ray. He gave her a thumbs up, reaching for a vis cuff. The vampire was clearly powerful, but given sufficient time the cuff would drain him enough to be handled.

Then the vampire’s head moved and his body flex, shattering Felicia’s control. Sound returned, along with blaring alarms and screams as the building shuddered, creaking from the damage the vampire had done. Ray changed his mind and flicked out a combat focus, trying to pull all the air out of the vampire’s lungs — but the attacker had already moved.

One of Felicia’s guards appeared from her shadow, now taking the form of a uniformed agent, and aimed his arcanopistol before he even stopped moving. But he wasn’t a strong fae just yet, and while fast was not up to the task of taking down the vampire. He managed a few quick shots, but was rendered into red mist an instant later.

Ray flung out walls of air shear, miniature vortices to stymie and disrupt the vampire’s movement as he drew his own arcanopistol and switched the bullets to mordite. Even in the seconds that took the vampire threw Felicia through the wall, her power not quite enough to make him stop but at least enough to keep her intact as she fended him off. The other fae guards were entirely useless, outsped and outmuscled by the vampire’s power.

“Burn
 .”
 Felicia’s voice came again a second later, the command more directed, and the floor, the air, the mana itself all burst into flame where she was focused. The vampire reappeared for a moment, clothes combusted and smoldering, but not much harmed. In that moment Ray couldn’t help but think about Wells’ certainty, about someone coming for them. Apparently Wells was prescient, and considering the power of the vampire in question the only one it could be was Weltentor.

He took advantage of Weltentor’s moment of distraction to fire on the vampire, which either didn’t land or didn’t hurt it, for a moment later the vampire smashed into his shield again. Ray could feel his vis shredding under the force of the attack, and he only managed to squeeze off one more bullet before the gun was torn away and the vampire’s hands were around his throat, shrugging off the vis of Ray’s bubble like so much water.

“Surrender yourself or he dies,” Weltentor said, looking at Felicia. Everything froze for a moment, her eyes meeting Ray’s. He couldn’t even gasp against the iron band about his neck, but he could
 move his vis. Ray mouthed a word at her, the one they’d settled on for certain types of emergencies, and he saw by the slight shading of her eyes as she got it.

Before Weltentor choked him out entirely Ray triggered his homebond, feeling it vibrate through him as he let his bubble collapse back into his body. There was a horrifying sensation of being wrenched sideways, like every nerve in his body was being turned inside out, and then he was somewhere else.

Ray staggered and heaved, mentally cursing Wells’ homebond, but when Felicia popped into existence next to him he was glad for it. Even if the first thing she did was lose her lunch. Normal homebonds were not
 that bad.

“You okay?” He rasped, and Felicia nodded.

“Aside from the trip and my retainers,” she said sourly, wiping her mouth. Ray coughed and channeled vis into his scry-comm.

“Archmage Taisen,” Ray he said, throat sore but functioning. They’d put their homebond in the Antarctic base, lacking a more secure place with fae mana. “We were attacked — will report soon.” He wrinkled his nose as the confirmation came, feeling a little sorry for the janitorial crew that would have to clean up the mess.

They managed to get cleaned up and settled back in surprisingly quickly. Ray felt a little self-conscious about having Gayle come in just for a bruised throat, but he had to admit it was nice to be able to give a report without having to strain. Not that they had
 to give a report, as neither of them were technically under House Taisen anymore, but it would be stupid not to read their allies in about what had just happened.

“I’m not sure how much I like saying that Wells was right,” Ray concluded. “Without those homebonds we’d have been properly screwed. But they aren’t going to save us a second time. Whoever that is, they’re still out there. I think
 it’s Weltentor, but I don’t know.”

“I suspect it is,” Taisen agreed. “Not many vampires could get through a shield with that little effort. Which raises the question of how exactly he managed to get from the Night Lands to Earth, and how he’s managing to maintain his power here.” Taisen shook his head. “Though I suppose that runs secondary to what we do about it.”

“Or why they targeted us,” Ray said. “I can see Weltentor having reason to go after Wells, or even you, but why Felicia and I?”

“Politics,” Felicia said. “Finding Wells is nearly impossible. Finding us is less so, and Wells is invested in us.”

“True,” Ray said, grimacing. He still wasn’t used to being something more than a simple agent. Inanely, the only thought he had at the moment was how hard it was going to make the investigation.

“At least what we do about it is obvious,” Felicia said. “We have to remove Weltentor.”

***

Callum’s basement had what was probably the most valuable shelf in the entire world. Or worlds, to include the liminal spaces. Lucy had taken all his notes and modeling for the dimensional portals and printed out a statue of the actual spatial magic for each location, giving them their own bases etched with the corresponding GPS coordinates for each of the portal worlds he’d found. The row of figurines had all the information necessary to access every world that Callum had found so far, those that were habitable anyway, so that any spatial mage could reproduce access in the future.

He placed the latest miniature on the shelf, adjusting it slightly to make sure it was straight. There were reasons beyond just pure theatre to have the references. They were going to be, essentially, selling these to various Houses, and Callum had learned the value of presentation from his prior life as a consultant. True, private access to a pocket universe and infinite mana were strong selling points, but nothing beat a physical token when it came to holding people’s interest. Of course, he’d have to be careful about who had access to a fully rendered model of the dimensional portals, considering the inherent dangers, so the mage houses would probably get something deliberately inaccurate.

“You know, it feels maybe weird we haven’t run into a portal world with people in it,” Lucy said, fiddling with her laptop to save the footage the latest pocket universe they’d found. One that seemed to be an endless stretch of lightless caverns, which probably was quite valuable but Callum was glad to leave the exploration and colonization to someone else. If there were critters in it, they were probably something horrific.

“Well, what, of the six main portal worlds there’s only people in three of them? Deep Wilds doesn’t count since it was colonized by humans. And I don’t think the dragons come from the dragonlands.” Callum shook his head. “Honestly I’m a little surprised we’ve found as many as we have, especially with any
 kind of life. I thought it’d be more like space, you know?”

“I actually thought it’d be more full of monsters,” Lucy said. “You know, like those creepy giant space things from that first world you opened.”

“Yeah, I’m a little surprised too,” Callum admitted. “Though I’ve been restricting things to near-Earthlike dimensions. I bet a few of the ones we ran across that felt weird had all kinds of nasty monsters inside ‘em.”

“Too bad we didn’t look closer,” Lucy said sadly. “Monsters are cool. You know, on the other end of a camera.”

“Y’know, if they’re like the fae, they might not stay
 on the other end of a camera,” Callum pointed out. “So I’d rather be careful. Anyway, let’s get this rolling.”

“Operation heavy bribery,” Lucy grinned.

“No surer way to get people to do what you want,” Callum agreed. “Time to get Rossi on the horn.”

They had a dedicated drone for the Guild of Enchanting now, given how closely they were working with Rossi’s people. Callum still didn’t really trust them as such, but he did trust that Rossi was smart enough to see where his best interests were. Nobody else could supply new portal worlds, and even if they were being used as political bribes, the Guild of Enchantment got a lot of value from being the sole and exclusive distributors.

“Mister Wells,” Rossi said, appearing on the drone screen a few minutes later. He had on a pleasant smile, probably because he knew that he was about to be extremely wealthy. If not by actual money, by the sheer amount of favor he’d get from the other Houses.

“Mister Rossi,” Callum said. “We have all twenty portal worlds for you.” Most of them were unexciting save for being endless sources of mana and, of course, extremely private. There were a few gems, like the enormous misty mountain valley that was probably even better than the island world Callum had claimed for himself, and he was sure that Rossi would know how to leverage that the best.

“Oh, that’s excellent,” Rossi said, beaming. “I’ve made a few discreet inquiries and I think we’ll want more soon enough, but with a full twenty that should be enough to start.”

“I’ve marked the most interesting ones with red stickies,” Callum said, teleporting over a stack of folders. “When you want access to one, just supply the frames and I’ll set up the anchors.” Despite the new portal world, with its own source of enchantment material, building twenty sets of portal frames out of his own resources was too much of an ask. Just the anchor pairs were a hell of an investment, since he had to buy pretty much all of that from the Guild.

Despite the cost, it was easier than spending the time trying to find a cenote in the Night Lands. Callum found it weird to be in a position where his time was more valuable than enchanting metal, but it was probably inevitable. As soon as he realized it was possible to open dimensional portals, they were always going to be the most potent use of his time. From a monetary perspective, anyway. He found having to come up with so many usable worlds to be tedious, and it gave him a pang of sympathy for Duvall. He understood more what it meant for her to spend most of her time stabilizing portal world space.

There was one world that he’d found that wasn’t on the stack of folders, because it went to House Hargrave. Taisen was happy enough with the tidal plain, and in fact preferred something desolate for a military outpost, but after Callum had found a few more conventionally acceptable places Lucy and Gayle had put their heads together and presented their choice to Archmage Hargrave. It wouldn’t do for one of his allies to pay for the privilege.

“Excellent,” Rossi said, fanning the folders with kinesis and glancing at them. “Archmage Duvall has agreed to sell her stabilization services on the new portal worlds, too, so I’ll get her one first. She’s probably the best person to sell them to the rest of the Archmages.”

“Too bad I can’t hire her,” Callum said wistfully. The enchantment he had worked well enough, but he was aware it wasn’t quite as good. If nothing else, it meant there was always
 an enchantment surrounding them, and at some point Alex was going to get too vis-dense for it to do its job.

“Give it a few decades, she might change her mind,” Rossi said, and Callum was once again reminded of the time scale these people normally operated under.

“I’m not holding my breath,” Callum sighed. “Anyway, just so long as these other houses know where these private worlds are from.” He doubted the Guild of Enchanting would try to sell him short, especially since Callum had his own sort of reputation.

“Oh, I’m looking forward to that part of it,” Rossi said, clearly far more at ease with political wrangling than Callum was. “A lot of people are afraid of you, so you can imagine how it reflects on the Guild that we, along with Houses Hargrave and Taisen, have managed to convince you to part with such valuable things.”

“Ha.” Callum shook his head. He’d brought that reputation on himself. “Well, I guess I can’t object to that image management. So long as it works.”

After a few parting pleasantries, he left Rossi to sort through the folders and start the process with the other Houses. Callum expected they’d never be friendly as such, but the more he tempted away from Janry’s side the easier it’d be to deal with the remaining ones. At some point there’d be few enough that he could take direct action.

He was just about to put everything away and take a break with his family when Lucy’s laptop chirped with an incoming message. The tone was the one Lucy had set up for Felicia, since she was now her own independent faction. One he was backing – a state of affairs that boggled the mind.

“Lucy here, what can I do for you?” Callum put away some of the remaining bits and bobs from their experimentation as he listened to Lucy’s half of the conversation. “Oh. Well! I’ll get him then.” Lucy glanced up at him and tilted her head to beckon him over. Callum joined her at the desk and she put the connection on speaker.

“We were attacked by a vampire like you said,” Felicia’s voice came, and Callum pressed his lips together. He wasn’t sure if he was worried or vindicated. “We had to use the homebonds, which are awful by the way,” she added with a laugh. “But they worked, so thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said. “And believe me, they used to be a lot worse. I just don’t have the practice Duvall does. Anyway, your attacker got away?”

“He flattened us,” Felicia confirmed. “If he weren’t trying to take prisoners we would have been dead before we used the homebonds. Next time I don’t think he’ll make that mistake.”

“Likely not,” Callum agreed. “I don’t suppose you have any way to track him?”

“He has protection,” Felicia said, sounding grim. “He’s got some fae enchantments, probably given to him by one of the princes of the Seven Lesser Courts.”

“He just shrugged off mordite rounds.” Ray’s voice cut into the call. “Not that I’m completely sure I hit him. Most vampires can’t actually dodge bullets but I think this one could
 .”

“It’s probably Weltentor,” Felicia said. “I never really paid close attention to him before, though. Nobody did.”

“I find it pretty suspect nobody realized there was a vampire around that could just casually break combat shields,” Ray said, sounding aggrieved. “Not even Archmage Taisen.”

“I’ve always figured there were big old monsters out there,” Callum said dryly. “And I figured they’d come out when the chance showed itself. If anything I’m surprised you two survived.”

“Well, we won’t if we run into him a second time,” Felicia said. “Which was why I called. We are safe in Taisen’s base, but we can’t stay here. If nothing else, I need to finish tracking down the culprits who have been affecting mundane government officials.”

“The best defense being a good offense,” Callum mused. “You need me to take out this vampire.”

“I do,” Felicia said. “I beg it as a favor from The Ghost to Princess Blackblood.”

Callum pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. Those were magic words — literally. While he hadn’t internalized all the rules of supernatural interaction, he was no longer as ignorant as he had been and he knew that a favor was significant currency. Not that he would have turned down the request anyway, now that he was stuck in a web of alliances. For all that he’d started out trying to avoid them, he had ended up with a lot of responsibilities.

“Of course,” Callum said, bending his mind to the problem. “He probably isn’t based out of the Night Lands anymore. I’ll check anyway.” If he could catch the guy in the castle at the center of the now much-reduced settlement, that would solve everything.

“I very much doubt it,” Ray said. “But I’m not sure how we would figure out where Weltentor is. You showed how easy it was for a single person to hide.”

“Oh yeah, I’m very much aware of that,” Callum said, sorting through his drones until he found the one parked in the Night Lands. “I suspect we’re going to have to lure him out. I’m not sure how your glamours work, but could you show off a fake version of yourself? And Ray?” He had issues with glamours himself, but they seemed to actually function for everyone else so presumably a vampire would be fooled by a magical hologram.

“It’s possible,” Felicia said after a few seconds. “Though I do not think that I could effectively defend the glamoured versions.”

“No, it’s mostly to absorb the alpha strike anyway,” Callum said, poking at the laptop connected to the drone in question, bringing up the proper feed and pushing the computer over to Lucy. “A stakeout would be incredibly tedious but I can’t think of any other way to do it.”

“Stakeouts are
 boring,” Ray agreed, and Callum blinked, only remembering just then that he was talking to investigative agents. Of course they’d know. “If we’re going in that direction, though, we might as well have some of Taisen’s people around.”

“Probably a good idea if they can keep out of sight,” Callum agreed. “I can give you an anchor so I can be right there, and Taisen’s people can be the sweepers or net or whatever the proper term is. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing on that score.”

“Yes indeed,” Ray said. “I’d be worried about casualties unless the Archmage himself was part of the force, though.”

“If he wants to be, great,” Callum said. “Though if this vampire is anything like me he’s not going to show up if there are a bunch of mage bubbles around. We’ll have to play it by ear, and just be ready to hit hard when he shows up.”

“It’s not much of a plan,” Ray sighed.

“Unfortunately, being on the defense doesn’t give you too many options,” Callum said, watching the display from the laptop as Lucy sent the drone buzzing to where the settlement had been. What had been a large sprawl of lit estates was down to only a few, the Night Lands shuffling unprotected tracts of land off to somewhere else in the portal world, or destroying it entirely. The castle itself was gone as well, so there was no reconnaissance to be done.

“That’s worrying,” Felicia said, when Callum reported on his findings in the Night Lands. “If he’s using fae methods to get from the Night Lands to Earth, and they’re anchored to a building, then he could just let the Night Lands move it on a whim. I’m not fully certain how it works but I doubt anyone could keep up with it.”

“Bearding a vampire in his lair is probably not in the cards,” Callum agreed.

“C’mon, you can’t mix metaphors that way,” Lucy said with a laugh. “Will the cloak thing work to bypass the fae protection or does that mean mordite isn’t going to work for you either?”

“That is a very good question, but if I understand it correctly I have to use my own methods to get around defenses. The cloak just keeps my vis hidden.” Callum shrugged. "It’s a lot easier these days, though dealing with a vampire that has that much power might be an ordeal.”

“The more you try to stretch it, the weaker it’s going to be,” Felicia added. “If you only expect the cloak to hide you, it will be at its most effective.”

“Right,” Callum said. “That’s the plan.”

Anti-mana was going to be necessary, but he was pretty sure it wouldn’t be enough by itself. A vamp could move fast, and he could only make so many portals and aim them so quickly. The anti-material mordite rounds would be a great chaser, since he would bet that the anti-mana would take out whatever fae trinkets the vampire was using.

He had no illusions it would be anything other than a scramble. Against supernatural opponents, he couldn’t manage anything that wasn’t an ambush, and this would be at best a counter-ambush. But since he’d be operating through an anchor, the only real danger was to Felicia and Ray, and given sufficient glamour protections they probably wouldn’t be in any real danger themselves.

“We should start this as soon as possible,” he added.

“The vampire wouldn’t expect us to be out immediately, I think,” Felicia said. “It’ll give us time to brief a squad and get them ready.”

“Yeah, I can’t give you any advice on acting natural,” Callum said. “Just make sure you ping me before going anywhere. I’ll have an anchor to you in a few minutes, if I can just hand it off to Taisen.”

“Yes, please.” Felicia said.

A few minutes later, Felicia had a bad penny tucked in her pocket. He realized that was the first time anyone had actually gotten one of his anchors, and he’d been putting them inside drones for so long that he barely ever used an unsupported portal anymore. They were always there inside the various remotes and nexus relays, but it had been years since he’d used one by itself.

“Call me when you’re ready,” Callum said. “It’ll be good to finally close out the vampires.”

***

Weltentor stalked through the city streets, ignoring the spitting rain and the oblivious mundanes. He couldn’t stay for long; the mana of the Night Lands was thin, fading away as he consumed it. So far away from the Ways connection even the newest vampire would draw on the mana faster than it could be replenished. Thanks to Wells, the entirety of Earth was a slowly drying desert.

He had drained a number of mundanes since he’d arrived but without the Night Lands mana aiding the process it hadn’t done much. Better to stick to draining mages and drinking moonwater, if he wanted to stay satiated. He was sure that killing GAR mages would be looked on poorly by the organization, but they’d become toothless so he hardly cared.

The only people he actually respected were the fae princes and a few of the more aggressive Archmages. Hargrave and Taisen, of course, except they were unfortunately opposed to him. Janry was a calculating bastard, but Weltentor doubted he had much skill in combat — which made him, ultimately, just another useless fop. Archmages Saren and Tissini had actual skill, but hadn’t used it for so long their acumen was more theoretical than real.

“Any word on the target?” He asked through the scry-comm. Weltentor’s own network was, of course, nearly destroyed, so he had to rely on GAR and the Archmages for intelligence. A task at which they were at least reasonably capable. Finding the people he really
 wanted to kill would have been impossible otherwise.

“She still hasn’t emerged from House Taisen,” the DAI agent on the other end replied. “They’re doing some sweeps in the area first.”

Weltentor shrugged. He would rather have clashed with the mages directly, but it wouldn’t have done anything to hurt the people he cared to. The Ghost himself was nearly unreachable, but the fae princess had to show herself. He was quite irked that he hadn’t managed to capture her the first time, but that was what happened when he tried to follow other people’s rules of engagement.

Next time he’d just kill her. It was easier and less prone to error. And he didn’t have time to figure out where their enchantments were anyway, so the fae princes could go hunt their own food. The Ghost had already shown no fear of them, so Weltentor didn’t think he owed them quite as much as they had accounted. Especially not with Jusael dead.

The progression was simple. With the princess dead, it would break whatever it was that shielded The Ghost. Once The Ghost was found, he could be destroyed. Weltentor didn’t know how, but not with a magical assault. Compelling a mundane general to deploy the most powerful mundane weaponry available would probably be the most effective. Weltentor would take no small satisfaction in that.

Only with the threat of The Ghost removed could Weltentor begin rebuilding his power base once again. Now that Weltentor had more personal power it would be far quicker and easier, and he wouldn’t by hampered by GAR delusion of hiding magic from the mundanes. That
 approach was gone, and the only reason the secret hadn’t been broken yet was that people wanted to get this struggle done with first. Bringing Earth to heel would require all their energies, after all.

“Tell me when she appears,” he said, not for the first time. Considering how late they’d been with notifying him the first time, he wasn’t confident they’d be attentive no matter how many times he said it, but he lacked the ability to go to the DAI and ensure they obeyed. Or rather, he lacked the time, given the restrictions of the new portal network. Gallivanting to France and back took entirely too long, considering how much he had to conserve his vis expenditure.

“Of course, sir,” the agent said, and Weltentor severed the connection.

He glanced about and crossed the street, entering a liquor house of some repute, where there were no posted prices. Earth didn’t boast anything quite like moonwater, but certain alcohols were at least pleasant, and the proprietor was happy enough to take gold coins instead of the worthless paper the mundanes claimed was currency.

They were obsequious enough that he might even leave them alive when he had finished his tasks.

He was finishing a third drink, some complex mix of ingredients whose names he didn’t really care about, when the scry-comm activated. The voice of the DAI agent came on, giving him an address halfway across the city. The mundanes were amusingly incurious, but they probably had some
 comment when he left at speed, shattering the front door as he sped out into the city streets.

Weltentor had a fae to kill.




Chapter 9 - Dividends

“Man, I’m glad I’m
 not doing the stakeout,” Lucy remarked, holding out her hands to catch the foam ball Alex was aiming their way, then had to lunge when it went wide. “Oof! Good throw, sweetie.”

“It’s not exactly exciting,” Callum admitted, waiting for his turn in the game of catch. All he could do was pay attention through the anchor sitting in Felicia’s pocket, so there was no point in holing up inside. Playing out on the front lawn seemed like a great way to pass the time. “Even if it was my idea. Go long, kiddo!”

“They probably would have done the same thing without you,” Lucy shrugged. “It’s just that The Ghost makes it more likely to work.”


“If
 I can keep up,” Callum said, scooping up the ball and then throwing it back to Alex. “That’s the one thing I’m worried about.” He well knew that supernatural speed was just too fast, and when they moved flat out he couldn’t react in time. But they couldn’t use that speed to the full inside buildings or on city blocks, so with teleports he might prove a match. Just obliterating the vamp with an alpha strike would be preferable, and he had the antimaterial rifle loaded exactly for that reason, but it would be unwise to rely on it.

“You’ll do fine,” Lucy said. “Hard to defend against a bad penny, you know?”

“Yeah,” Callum said, and missed catching the ball. He teleported it back to his hand, somewhat amused by being able to cheat that way, and threw it back to Alex.

While he was enjoying himself, he was pretty sure that Felicia and Ray were not. It seemed like a lot of tedious work, interviewing person after person, writing things down, and just generally spending enormous amounts of time on minutiae. He had to credit that they were genuinely digging into the fae influence, and not just making noises.

“Contact!” The scry-comm tapped into Felicia’s group suddenly blared, and Callum almost jumped. Acting as Felicia’s guard was a dangerous thing, considering how easily the vampire had broken both mage and fae defenses, but nobody would believe she had no
 protection. Besides, Taisen had his own grudge against the person who had nearly shattered the secrecy of the supernatural. Who still might, since the fallout from the vampire killings hadn’t exactly gone away.

Callum held up a hand to show Lucy and Alex something was happening – earning a foam ball to the gut – and focused on what he could sense through the anchor, reaching for the remote on the table. He didn’t think he’d have a chance to use the rifle right away, especially not in a populated area, but there was no telling how fast things would move. Ray and Felicia were actually two rooms away from where their doppelgangers were conducting interviews, being impersonated by two of Felicia’s retainers.

He didn’t like that those two were probably going to die, and felt personally responsible for it. They were protected as best could be done and they were volunteers, and if they were fae Secret Service it was their job to take that risk. But he’d suggested the idea and if anything happened it’d be on him, even though he couldn’t think of a better way to deal with the kind of threat the vampire posed. He was still agonizing over it as he looked for the intruder.

A moment after he began searching a blur crashed straight through the interior walls of the building, sending brick and drywall flying everywhere. The vampire just smashed straight through like a cannonball, barely slowed by the architecture. He teleported himself down the war room, since he didn’t want to fight while out on the front lawn with his child, and spoke into the scry-comm.

“On it,” he told them tersely as the vampire exploded into the room with the decoys, and Callum tapped into his vis crystals to make anti-mana portals. He had to be at least a little careful about it; anti-mana would go straight through walls and he didn’t want to hit any of the other mages or fae with it. Normal people, thankfully, wouldn’t be affected at all.

He pulled his cloak to him and donned it as he opened a pair of portals once again, in the rooms on the floor above. He aimed them to intersect in the middle of the room where the vampire and decoys were, but kept ahold as best he could to sweep them and saturate the room. It’d been maybe half a second, but before the anti-mana could reach the room it looked like one of the decoy fae had been torn in half, the other smashed against a wall.

Callum had seen fae survive that kind of thing before, but then the anti-mana splashed over both the fae and the form of the vampire as it paused for a fraction of a second. Without magic, being cut in half was probably lethal, and he winced but he couldn’t redirect the massive columns gushing from the portals. Just swiveling them rendered them unstable, and they started to collapse moments later.

The vampire emerged from the blank, mana-less area at speed, back through the hole he’d punched in the walls on his way in. But it wasn’t as fast or with as much power as before — the anti-mana hadn’t instantly dropped him, like the vampires that had assaulted his house, but it had clearly taken a toll.

“Pursuing,” he said over the scry-comm and teleported the anchor after the vamp. Despite being able to move a thousand yards in a second he could only barely keep up as the target blazed out onto the city streets. There was clearly more magic than just body augmentation as the vamp could take corners without digging massive furrows in the asphalt, somehow redirecting the momentum of its incredible speed.

It was less careful about the people in its way, and more than one bystander was sent flying as they were clipped by a speeding vampire. Callum caught them as he went, using a teleport to reposition them and absolutely cheating by removing their momentum in the process. It was only three or four people, since the cold rain kept most people off the streets, but it did come close to making him lose track of the vamp.

Callum couldn’t tell whether that was purposeful or it just didn’t care that it was flinging people into traffic. On one hand it created a trail, but on the other it could have easily forced anyone else to slow down or stop to deal with the chaos. It clearly wasn’t stupid, and whether or not it realized it’d been had when it came to Felicia and Ray, it was moving faster than even Taisen’s mages could manage. It also was taking a complicated route through the city, crossing roads at a single bound and going down alleyways or crossing rooftops.

For some reason Callum had thought that the vampire would slow down when it got a few miles away, but it did not. If anything, once it reached the metro line it sped up, no longer having to worry about running into things or people. He had to stretch to his utmost to keep up, chain-teleporting along after the thing, and he didn’t really register where they were until the vamp left the tunnels.

They were headed for downtown Washington, DC, Capitol Hill and the National Mall. The only reason he even realized it was because they passed near enough to the Smithsonian for him to recognize a building. Part of him was wondering whether the vamp was intending to kill the president or part of congress, though he had no idea whether anyone was even there. Not that he knew why the vampire would bother, save for general disruption — something that the vampires clearly were aiming for.

Fortunately, the vamp veered off toward the Mall, beelining for the Washington Monument. Callum knew exactly where the vampire was going when a tangle of fae magic came into his perceptions, covering part of the reflecting pool on the monument side. The vampire stopped for a moment, right on the edge of the pool, but before Callum could line up a shot the vamp dived into the pool.

The fae magic unfolded, and Callum hastily shoved a thread of vis through to follow in the vampire’s wake. It wasn’t a portal, but it still folded space in some way so he had to follow close so he wouldn’t be left behind. The moment he teleported into the place the fae passage led he winced, the space inside so displaced and distorted that it grated on his nerves. It seemed like it was a piece of Faerie, but not like any of the places he’d seen before.

As disconcerting as it was, he didn’t need to unravel its mysteries immediately. Despite the weirdness inherent to the place, it wasn’t so contorted that he couldn’t get a shot. The vampire had finally slowed down, clearly thinking it was safe.

Callum was tempted to bring in anti-mana once again, but he didn’t know what it would do to such a seriously distorted space. It might end up unraveling and putting the vampire in some random corner of Earth, alive and intact and ready to cause mischief. So instead Callum stuck to the tried and true method of using a big gun.

He snapped open a portal and toggled the remote, firing the bane-loaded antimaterial rifle. Whatever protections the vampire had against mordite had probably been stripped away by the anti-mana, but if not there wasn’t much Callum could do about it. Though without anywhere to hide, he could just hammer the vamp with brute force.

The first shot sent it stumbling, blowing a hole through its midsection. But it didn’t drop immediately, and it darted forward even as the rifle cycled, and Callum’s second shot missed. He cursed under his breath, since even if the vampire couldn’t dodge bullets, hitting something that was zigging and zagging was difficult even with Callum’s advantages.

He waited for a few moments as the vampire zoomed forward, making its way through the bizarre interstitial space, teleporting the anchor up ahead between what was probably
 a tree and what was probably
 a bush, but the intense magic flux made it hard to know for certain. The vampire’s head was bobbing around, but after a second to line up a shot Callum put a second hole through its torso.

No matter how much vis the vampire had, punching bane material wounds through the thing’s chest had to slow it down. It was a shame that he hadn’t killed it instantly, but by sticking itself in this odd place, Callum didn’t even need to worry about his backstop. Sure enough, a few seconds later it had slowed down to almost human speed, but at the same time it jumped through another fold in space — one leading to a familiar destination.

He hadn’t even noticed it thanks to how strange the entire surroundings were, but he wasn’t about to let the vampire go. Given the slightest chance, Callum knew that such an enemy would come back and wreak as much havoc as possible. As powerful as the creature was, that would be a lot
 of havoc. He shifted through and teleported the anchor once again, into the Night Lands.

It was the missing castle, and Callum knew that there were negative healing traps about so even before he took another shot he tapped the vis crystals and opened up another anti-mana portal before shoving it through into the Night Lands. The stuff billowed out, snapping all the wards and whatever they were connected to with contemptuous ease, and not coincidentally aimed right at the vampire.

Callum had no idea what anti-mana looked like to anyone else. Neither he nor Lucy could see it, and from a pure visual inspection the other side was just the same as a normal portal worlds; some random liminal space with a vague relation to the local surroundings. But clearly others could sense it, since the vampire dived out of the way, but that just delayed the inevitable.

He hit it with another bane bullet, and then a last one to the actual brain as it dropped to its knees. Considering how much punishment it had taken, Callum wasn’t satisfied it was dead until he saw the vis start to fade from it, bleeding out into the surroundings. Only then did he reach for the scry-comm to report.

“Subject terminated,” he said, feeling like he was in a movie or something for using such language. “Tracked him back to the Night Lands,” he added, glancing at the clock. The entire pursuit had taken maybe ten or fifteen minutes, which wasn’t long but it was also one of the most involved actions he’d performed since figuring out anchors.

“Understood,” the response came back, and Callum blinked, then rubbed his eyes. They were dry and gritty from staring, despite only using his perceptions. He left the gun remote in the war room and returned the cloak to the earth-side storage, then teleported himself back outside where Lucy was helping Alex read from a storybook.

“All done?” She asked after she finished a paragraph.

“Pretty much, but could you get Felicia on the horn? I need to ask her a few things. Whatcha reading, kiddo?” He added, taking Lucy’s place with the book. They’d pretty much rejected the books that the magic community had. Along with subtle anti-mundane sentiment, they just weren’t as good
 as the books Callum’s parents had used.

Callum managed to finish the book before Lucy got through to Felicia. The delay wasn’t too surprising; the vampire had done a lot
 of damage and probably set off all kinds of alarms and gotten everyone detained. Even if they could use the scry-comm network instead of cellphones, everyone was likely busy dealing with the chaos.

“Yes?” Felicia asked.

“The vampire tried to escape through some strange fae passageway thing,” Callum said, getting right to the point. “It was located at the reflecting pool in the National Mall, on the Washington Monument side. There’s another exit at the castle in the Night Lands, though where
 in the Night Lands I couldn’t tell you. Figured I’d check with you before I tried closing them.”

“I see,” Felicia said after a moment. “Yes, thank you. I can take care of the passageway on this end, but I would be obliged if you removed the Night Lands end of it.” He noticed she didn’t bother asking how
 he would close it, or even question that he could.

“Roger that.” He wasn’t incurious about what exactly the vampire had used, but he didn’t want to prompt any fae secrets over the phone. They’d probably be meeting face to face at some point anyway, simply because they were working together. He did find it amusing that he actually was
 meeting people in person, after so long keeping everyone at the other end of a portal. “We’ll touch base later.”

Destroying the fae passage was easy enough. While he couldn’t get through
 it with just his own talents, there was still a magical and material framework that held it in place in the castle. A quick anti-mana portal destroyed the magical part, and he simply teleported the framework away to storage. It seemed to be nothing more than a large mirror, and without magic it probably wasn’t
 anything else. But he was sure Felicia would want to see it regardless, in case the source could be tracked.

“H’okay, all done,” he told Lucy. “Free for the rest of the day, barring catastrophes.”

“Don’t tempt fate!” Lucy said. “I’ll see about going over to Chester’s this afternoon. I know Alex is missing some of his friends.”

“Gonna see Jason?” Alex piped up.

“Yeah, we can go see Jason,” said Callum, teleporting the foam ball to himself and tossing it from hand to hand. “Should be nice and relaxed.”

He took over while Lucy went to call up Chester, just to make sure it was okay to visit. The portal anchors meant they were functionally neighbors, and heading over didn’t take more than a thought, but it was rude to intrude without notice. Unfortunately, as it turned out, it wasn’t just a friendly visit.

“I do have some business to discuss,” Chester said, a few hours later, after they’d settled in.

“Lucy did say I shouldn’t tempt fate,” Callum sighed. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve been managing to keep the feds off our backs for now, thanks to your work,” Chester told him. “Unfortunately, someone leaked a list of all my people and they’re
 all being targeted now. Plus we’ve all had our social media accounts banned off a bunch of platforms for no reason. You know, standard harassment tactics.”

“Ugh.” Callum scowled. The power of government bureaucracy was essentially unlimited and lacked any real oversight, so the amount of mischief someone could cause with it was also unlimited. In a lot of ways it wasn’t any better than the supernatural bureaucracy, but he wasn’t prepared to start fighting that
 war. At least when it came to supernaturals there was a clear line. “I take it you need more IT support?”

“Yes,” Chester sighed. “We also need to find out who is starting all this.”

“Janry, ultimately,” Callum said. “I’d be perfectly happy to remove him this very moment if I didn’t think that’d just unite all the other mage Houses against us.” He’d really prefer to just kick in Janry’s teeth, but he didn’t want to spark open war and drag in the entire normal world in the bargain.

“It’s a shame we can’t redirect some of this attention to him
 ,” Chester said. “I doubt the Archmage’s Council is going to care too much.”

“The bribes ought to help with that. Lot of Houses are going to be happy to have their own private portal world,” Callum said. “For now though, I’ll pitch it to Felicia. It’s probably related to the fae manipulation we’re seeing. If she can trace it to a specific source I’ll take care of it.”

“And in the meantime, Lucy has a lot of work to do,” Chester said dryly, waving in the direction of the playroom.

“Sure,” Callum agreed. “It’s mostly tedious but I think she’s still enjoying getting into government systems.”

“I’d appreciate it if you could keep all the evidence, too,” Chester said. “I think it’s only a matter of time before the supernatural becomes known, and I want to be ready for it.”

“Really.” Callum raised his eyebrows. He wasn’t certain that it was a good idea to introduce the two worlds, but he had to agree it was probably inevitable. The cult cover story for the vampires was incredibly weak, and when rooting through the government files it was obvious that a lot
 of people were still digging into the real culprits. And the identities of the people who had stopped them.

“The only reason why the secret’s survived so long is people are generally primed to not
 believe it when they see weird stuff.” Chester shook his head, swirling his drink and making the ice clink. “But tens of thousands of murders all at once — people will just keep prying at it. Not to mention that even with glamours, statistical analysis will turn up some weird stuff.”

“Well, you’re more up to date than I am,” Callum said. He couldn’t object to Chester’s points, because he was surprised himself that the secret still kept. Though the population of supernaturals was tiny, relatively speaking. “Did you have a plan?”

“Some plans,” Chester admitted. “You’re involved, though at a distance. Nothing you aren’t doing already. I’ll give you an actual proposal when we’ve got things more nailed down. The first order of business is to finish this conflict. The worst possible thing is let the types who want to control Earth break things to mundanes.”

“Oh yeah. That wouldn’t go well.” Callum had doubts things would go well no matter what, but it wasn’t his circus. Chester had a good enough head on his shoulders that he might
 be able to make it work. Better to take charge of events than let events take charge. “Though I’m pretty sure nobody is going to be happy that I’m manipulating government records when it all comes out.”

“Nobody is happy about anything that happens in war,” Chester said dryly. “Fortunately, evidence that people are being bribed or coerced into doing the things you’re reversing helps.” He waved it away. “All worries for another time. For the moment, I have over a hundred people who are getting their banks locked down or their businesses cited or shuttered. Even my resources aren’t unlimited.”

“Sure,” Callum said. “Just send the list to Lucy and we’ll see what we can do.”

***

Felicia Black stood at the reflecting pool in the National Mall, examining the Gate of Water. The towering obelisk of the Washington Monument, cast into the water, served as the lynchpin for the Gate, the place where the point touched the sky and the water at the same time anchoring it in place. It was probably the best place for such a doorway, the strong iconography reinforcing its existence, and that was why she was stealing it.

Ray stood next to her, hand on her back. He had no way to consciously control fae magic, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t affect it. Ray had been by her side for years, and that loyalty did more to stabilize her own power than most would imagine. No fae ruler had ever taken a non-fae consort before, but Felicia wasn’t exactly a normal fae princess.

“Mine
 .” Felicia said, claiming the Gate. It shuddered and twisted in her grasp, but she stared it down until it acquiesced. But that wasn’t enough. The Ways on Earth couldn’t be allowed to run wild like they did on Faerie, because Earth belonged to the humans, not to the fae. “Mine.
 ” She said again, and the water in the reflecting pool boiled in protest.

She wouldn’t have been able to do it earlier, but the Ghost’s favor had empowered her more than a little. To have someone as dangerous as Weltentor destroyed with no more than a word from her was a potent thing, and while it was not just her own power it was still quite usable. Bit by bit she wrestled the magic into submission, until it was finally under her full control. She looped it about her left wrist, then turned to Ray. He could only have followed a little bit of what she was doing, but he still smiled as he saw she was successful.

“Let’s go see what’s inside,” she suggested. “We can’t leave it here just as it is, even if I control it.”

“Ready when you are,” Ray said, his vis shell growing more intense as he energized his foci. Felicia didn’t anticipate combat on the other side, but with the Ways it was always necessary to be cautious. She flicked her wrist and the Gate of Water unfolded, opening to the strange space of the Ways.

The pair of them stepped through, onto a log bridge that crossed a burbling stream. Tall trees with white bark and whiter leaves rose on either side of the path, with vines bearing blood-red berries climbing their trunks. To one side was a meadow, with an ancient forest titan in the middle. Its branches bore the leaves of a dozen different types of trees, anchoring the Ways in North America, with paths wending their way out of the meadow to lead to other Gates.

Distance was a vague suggestion in the Ways, and even as they watched it was shifting and changing, growing like the living thing it was. If there were any evidence of the Ghost’s pursuit of the vampire, the Ways had consumed it. In fact, that was probably why the sudden growth spurt, as it consumed expended vis and turned the energy into its own fuel.

“We will have to take all of this,” Felicia said, feeling the press of magic as she turned around to survey the landscape. “This runs deep into Faerie and anything, or anyone, could use it.”

“Makes sense,” Ray agreed. “How do we take it?”

“The traditional fae way,” Felicia said, baring her teeth. Without her glamour, they were long and pointed. “We fight for it.”

“Ready,” Ray said. Felicia flexed her will and her retainers emerged from her shadow, dark-suited with enchanted blades and arcanopistols. Not all of the fae that were swearing themselves into service were cut out for combat, but those that were got put through Taisen’s training. They were cold, professional, and ready to put their lives before hers, though she preferred not to spend any lives she didn’t need to.

“Let the spirit of the glade come forth!” She commanded, feeling the Ways flex under the crack of her voice. “Let it establish its sovereignty, or yield to mine.”

The tree swayed and twelve wolf-men shaped specters dropped from its branches, outnumbering them two to one. It was at least some sense of a fair fight, but Felicia was not there to fight. She was there to take control. Felicia held up her hand for everyone to hold their fire until the specters started to charge at them, then spoke.

“Fall.
 ” She commanded, and the specters crumpled to their knees. She dropped her hand, and arcanopistols puffed. Ray’s vis flicked out and detonated around two of the specters, tearing them apart while her retainers punched holes in the others. Immobilized, they made easy targets. It was absolutely one-sided, and that was the point.

As the last of the specters dispersed, Felicia reached out and took hold of the magic’s root. Unlike the Gate, it yielded meekly, settling into place under her mantle. It wasn’t the entirety of the Ways, of course, merely a small portion of it, one still growing and maturing.

“Now,” she murmured to it, looking around the open meadow. “There was a vampire that came through here. Show me all the places he’s gone.”

The landscape around them stretched and distorted, moving without moving as the paths leading outward aligned themselves. One was the Gate of Water, that they’d come from. Another led to a severed piece of the Ways, a shattered arch choked with thorns and brambles, and she got the faint impression of hurt and resentment. That was a Gate of Glass, which had led to the Night Lands. There was no telling how Wells had closed it, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t want that open anyway.

Two other paths called to her. They both used Gates of Bone, one somewhere far to the south, the other one east across the ocean. One gave her glimpses of jungle and ziggurats choked by vines, while the other was a dark castle closed in by mist and rain. The jungle ziggurat was faint, barely connected, so she ignored it and focused on the castle, beckoning for her people to follow along the narrow trail.

The ivory trees lining that part of the Way loomed threateningly, then drew back from her presence. Even if she only controlled a small part of the Ways, the rest of it recognized her authority and let her pass without harassment. If she were to follow the far trail back to Faerie that would change, but the Earth-side Ways were cowed by her presence.

She stopped at the Gate of Bones, the twisted ivory forming an archway at the end of the path. Skeletal hands grasped the joined femurs and skulls, holding it open as Felicia and Ray approached. Ray scowled at it, and Felicia could catch the whisper of his vis as he strained to sense through the Gate.

“That seems excessively macabre. And there is definitely someone on the other side.” His vis pulsed outward, echoing through nascent connections. “Should we ask Taisen for more troops?”

Felicia put her hands on the Gate, suppressing the whispers of the dead men whose bones had been used. Instead she sought the feeling of the castle beyond, sampling the flavors of magic and the presence of the living the Gate hungered for. She was fairly certain that the fae were from the Court of Roses, but without the backing of a Prince there was nobody on the other side that was too dangerous.

“No, we can handle it, and we’d better before they realize that Weltentor is dead and the other Gate is closed.” Felicia frowned at the Gate of Bones. “No need to let the Court of Roses recoup its investment.” Like most early fae royalty, she was collecting subordinates from her enemies, enforcing a change of loyalty. It was less of an issue than it would be for humans, at least until she found someone of significant power.

At some point she would have to move on to swearing the fae enclaves on earth under her banner, but that would be on more generous terms than those she had personally bested. Once it became clear what she was doing, the most intelligent fae would be more than happy to swear allegiance. Felicia had no interest in changing enclaves that worked perfectly well, only in managing the interface between mundane and fae.

“Ready,” Ray said, and Felicia turned to the Gate.

“Open,” she commanded, and the Gate groaned as the connection to Earth was forced wide. Felicia wasn’t willing to pay the conventional price for using a Gate of Bones, which was one of the worst to use — though the quickest and easiest to make, if one was willing to sacrifice enough people. Ray and two of her retainers stepped through, sweeping the room before she made her entrance.

She stepped through just as two vampiric-looking fae were having their faces ground into the stone floor, one by a pair of her guards and the other by Ray’s magic. She glanced at them and dismissed them; even on her own those two would be no threat. There was only one fae that was worrisome in the whole castle; the one drawing from the magic of the place.

Ray glanced at her and she gave him a smile, pointing downward. He nodded and pushed vis through one of his combat foci, a sudden gale meshing with basic earth manipulation and tearing a hole in the floor. He flew down and the rest of them jumped, taking advantage of the confusion from a half-ton of stone scattering through the room.

Felicia ignored the lesser fae, focusing on the one who was tied to the castle. He looked remarkably like Jusael, with pale skin and bat wings, showing he was more a follower than a man of imagination. Like many unimaginative fae, he grasped after the cheapest power, even though that meant he would never manage anything greater.

“I am Princess Felicity Blackblood,” she said, her voice carrying over the sounds of fighting and the whistle of wind. Drawing on a little of her power she blurred forward, her hand reaching out to snatch at the tether between the fae-vampire and the castle. With the other she batted aside the fae’s instinctive cut with a broadsword, and bared her teeth at him. “Kneel.
 ”

Her voice hammered him to his knees so hard the stone cracked, and she caught his sword as it fell to the ground. Despite not having wielded a blade in a very long time, not since she was a child, it felt natural enough as she pointed it at the fae. Though by the dazed look in his eye, he wasn’t capable of much resistance.

“Do you yield?” She demanded, the point of the blade pressed against his throat.

“I—” He swallowed, barely able to meet her eyes. “I do.”

“Good. Then you will swear to me, forsaking all former bonds. There is no room for the Lesser Courts here on Earth.” Felicia glanced around, seeing that the other fae in the room had been subdued, with prejudice. The rest of the castle wouldn’t be too difficult to take, either.

While it seemed they were doing well, Felicia knew it was only a matter of time before the Lesser Courts moved again. They wouldn’t let her gain dominion over Earth’s fae without a fight, and Felicia had
 to have that dominion. The fae couldn’t continue to act as they had, for many reasons. Simple morality was one, less for the fae as for the mundanes they interacted with, but more pragmatically was the fact that the American Alliance would not stand for it.

If they wouldn’t become part of Felicia’s Court, they would probably end up being visited by The Ghost.




Chapter 10 – Retaliation

“The light touch isn’t working,” Archmage Janry said flatly. The other mages sitting in his study looked uncomfortable, but they didn’t deny it. He wouldn’t have thought that the American Alliance would have had any political acumen at all, but they’d been successful in fending off the indirect action Janry had been directing. Not to mention wooing away some of the Houses via the Guild of Enchanting, which was an organization that Janry didn’t dare try to break just yet. Too many Houses were part of it, including his own, but he could order other action.

“I’m not sure what else we can do without instigating a full war,” the representative of cadet house Leshiel said after a moment, her lips pursed in thought. “The fae seem to be anxious for that but most people don’t have an interest in inviting a direct attack from Archmage Taisen or Archmage Hargrave.”

“The Earth side has reason to avoid outright conflict, but we don’t,” Janry said. “They care more about preserving secrecy and they are, quite frankly, outnumbered. We need to take advantage of that and push. Just dare them to escalate.”

“Beyond killing one of the Princes of the Seven Lesser Courts?” the cadet house Horan representative asked.

“The fae don’t care,” Janry waved it away. “It’s all fair play to them. That kind of assassination isn’t really something they get mad at. Not like the Houses would if Wells went after an archmage, and he knows it.” If House Fane had more allies, or people had really appreciated the danger Wells posed, the entire thing would have broken open years ago, rather than ending up in the current morass.

“Attempting to assault House Hargrave would be a fool’s errand, and we don’t even know where House Taisen is,
 ” Magus Leshiel pointed out. “The only people we can really move against are the fae enclaves and Alpha Chester.”

“And Alpha Chester’s the center of the whole damn American Alliance,” Janry said grimly. “We should have just removed him earlier.”

“Easier said than done,” Magus Horan muttered. “Do we just bring a bunch of mages and sink the place underground?”

“Yes, I have decided that would be for the best,” Janry said. “Take the DAI, bring a bunch of mundane agents to tie their hands, and then have them all arrested. Either they fight back against the mundane government, which breaks their power, or they don’t, which breaks their power. It doesn’t matter if we actually kill him if we can remove him from play.” His lips quirked and he inclined his head toward Horan. “And then
 we sink his place underground.”

“You’re not worried about other people? Like Wells or, say, Archmage Wizzy?” Magus Leshiel asked as she dutifully noted down his orders.

“Not necessarily. Like I said, they don’t want to start a war. They’d have to strike our Houses directly, and even Wells would have trouble with that.” After seeing how he’d approached the other assassinations, they’d altered security enough that he was confident Wells couldn’t simply stroll in. Not to mention acquiring proper jamming equipment to block off his access at any time. Fortunately he’d had the foresight to get the equipment before
 the Guild of Enchanting had embargoed his House.

“There’s also one ally we’ve been forgetting.” Janry held up a finger and looked around. Though it was supposed to be a meeting, he was really only giving marching orders. “The dragonblooded have been the ones most opposed to open war, and while they claim that’s for neutral reasons, it actually benefits the Earth side most. I don’t see any reason we should leave them in play.”

“Archmage Fane found that properly killing a dragonblooded was an issue,” Horan said. “I’d be afraid of opening another front.”

“I don’t intend to open another front,” Janry said. “I’m going to take a page out of Wells’ book. We aren’t getting any benefit from keeping the dragonblooded around, so why not drop a few tons of rock onto their portal? That should be enough to close it.”

“That seems precipitous,” Horan said cautiously. “Wells closing the vampire portal was what allowed us to get all the Houses to rally behind us.”

“And what good has it done?” Janry demanded. “Yes, words and material support are fine, but without direct action it means nothing. Everyone tiptoes around the dragonblooded, but since they’ve taken care not to get too engaged with people, nobody is going to be too
 miffed if we remove them.”

“As you say, Archmage,” Horan said, exchanging glances with Magus Leshiel. “When did you want to do this?”

“As soon as may be. We need only delay long enough for our fae allies to join in.” Janry stood up and gestured to the door. “Go ahead and give DAI their orders. I’ll take care of the portal myself, now.”

“Yes, Archmage Janry,” Horan said, automatically standing when Janry did. “It will be done.”

Janry waited until they left and then strolled through the House grounds to the Earth portal. GAR at the very least still fulfilled the purpose of giving the Houses a proper Earth-side infrastructure, and despite the American Alliance spreading beyond the bounds of that particular country, most of Europe and China still hewed to its hierarchy. The people gave him the proper respect when he strode in, though he didn’t stay.

He didn’t trust the teleport to the Dragonlands portal, especially not after what Wells had done with Fane. Unless Duvall personally verified the connection, it was safer and easier to move himself the old-fashioned way. The moment he stepped outside the office in France, he sank into the ground and shot off toward Switzerland.

The earth welcomed him like an old friend, rock shifting and bending and helping him along. His control had long become instinctive, and the only issue was finding landmarks — something that was less common deep underground. Instead he pulsed his vis to map out the landscape, navigating by his familiarity with Europe’s terrain and rock strata.

The Matterhorn was fairly easy to recognize from underneath, and he aimed himself to emerge from side of the mountain. His temperature foci kept the chill away as he lifted himself into the air, flying the last few feet to the outpost. While he could have erased it just as easily without emerging from the ground, he had some pieces of equipment to detect more subtle mana variations just in case, and those needed a clear line of sight.

He could feel the sheer amount of mana pouring from the portal, and while it would be a shame to lose that, he was sure that Duvall could generate a replacement in time. Or if not, permanently weakening Earth was not so terrible a thing. The mana had always been thin anyway, compared to his House estate in Faerie, so frankly it would hardly matter.

The subdued blue sky of the Dragonlands was visible through the portal, but it wouldn’t be for long. Janry stretched out his earth manipulation framework, and pulled down thousands of tons of rock. Wind whistled out of the cave as it shut with a juddering boom, the portal framework shearing and crushing stone. But the mass of the mountain was inevitable, and the mana began to fray and unravel under the sheer mass of rock.

Another few seconds and the portal destabilized, collapsing into itself. He was a little surprised that no dragonblooded tried to stop it, but then, there likely wasn’t much they could
 have done. Even if they threw all their power against preventing his rockslide, that much vis would probably disrupt the portal all by itself. Just before the connection vanished completely he thought he caught a flare of something from the other side, but it was too late.

Snow cascaded down in an avalanche from the shift in the rock and the sound, but his shield deflected it without issue for the few moments that he was above ground. Satisfied that he’d done what he came for, Janry sank back into the earth and headed back to Paris. It was so easy that he half-wondered why nobody had done it before. True, the dragonblooded had tremendous wealth and knowledge, but in the end, what did that matter if they wouldn’t be of use to him?

***

“We’ve tracked the fae influence to the Department of Arcane Investigation,” Ray said, looking into the camera pickup on one of Callum’s remotes. “I wish I could say I was surprised, but I’m not. Felicia wasn’t the only fae they employed, though I don’t think anyone quite measured up to her.” Beside him, Felicia chuckled softly.

“I can’t say I’m surprised.” Callum frowned. “Really, I should have looked at disassembling DAI and, frankly, all of GAR earlier. As soon as I had this fortress, probably.”

“I wish I could disagree,” Ray sighed. “It had problems when we were there but now it’s just an apparatus for Janry’s policies. In a way I’m surprised they haven’t openly declared themselves to the mundane governments.”

“Most mages are a bit more conservative,” Lucy pointed out. “A lot of the people leading the Houses remember the days when they had to hide out because they just weren’t powerful. Convincing them to change a hundred-whatever years of policy takes time.”

“That said, all it takes is one unilateral action,” Ray replied. “And GAR is being run more centrally than it used to.”

“Well, we can’t let it stand,” Callum said, glancing over at Lucy. “We’ve got plenty of carrots for the other Houses, right? Private portal worlds, multiple spatial connections…” he ticked off the items on his fingers.

“Private intranets, safe connection to Earth networks and proxies for mundane good deliveries,” Lucy added. Callum added those items to his fingers and then closed the open hand that resulted. “I think maybe it’s time to apply a stick in addition to the carrots."

“Probably not something to spring on people,” Lucy said. “Maybe it’d be better to have the people on our side give an ultimatum? I dunno, maybe that’d just make them dig in their heels.”

“It’s not like I intend to just kill everyone in GAR,” Callum said, tapping the table as he thought. “I was thinking more just disassembling the infrastructure. Take all their archives and records and vaults and hand them off to Taisen and Hargrave to be disbursed back to the Houses. A bureaucracy is more infrastructure than people, anyhow. And Felicia, I guess you could take the fae? I’m not entirely certain how that works.”

“Talk about unilateral action,” Ray muttered, but looked at Felicia for the answer.

“I would have to absorb GAR’s fae anyway, at some point,” Felicia admitted. “Either under their own prince or directly.”

“I’ll call everyone up,” Lucy said. “Don’t want to surprise people with a job,” she said, poking him in the side.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, fending her off with a smile. “It’s not me that’s making more work for everyone else.”

“Right, we’ll be in contact pretty soon,” Lucy said to Ray and Felicia.

“And thank you for following up on that government compulsion stuff,” he added. “I definitely appreciate it.”

“I agree with you that the separation of powers is necessary for any supernaturals who are going to live on Earth,” Felicia said somberly. “Fae rules for fae, and mortal rules for mortals.” Callum winced slightly at the term ‘mortal,’ but it was the right attitude regardless.

He wasn’t looking forward to more meetings, but this wasn’t something he could just do and damn the consequences. Not that he expected anyone to disagree with it, as such, but there was preparation to be done. Plus there probably were
 people that deserved to be removed, at the very top. In truth a good amount of GAR had probably done stuff that deserved death, but ultimately it was the organization itself that was the greatest problem.

Before any such meetings could happen, though, he got a call from an unexpected source. While he hadn’t actually forgotten
 his promise to the dragonblooded, he’d been somewhat preoccupied by all the other things he needed to do with his portals. Not to mention that he wasn’t entirely certain how to make a dimensional portal permanent, though he had a good idea. So when Shahey called him, Callum had braced himself for at least a mild scolding.

“Someone closed the Dragonlands portal,” Shahey said instead. “I’m holding open the link you gave us just so we can keep connection to our avatars, but that will only work for so long.”

“Oh, hell,” Callum said, his heartbeat spiking, while Lucy just blinked. It really shouldn’t have taken him by surprise — and in fact, he would have to worry about someone doing that to the Deep Wilds portal, too. The dimensional portals were obvious weak points for any supernatural alliance, and while there were shifters in Europe that were on the side of GAR they might be considered acceptable losses. He’d have to relocate the Deep Wilds portal soon.

“I suppose the question is, are you ready to open full, permanent portals yet?” Shahey said.

“I have no idea
 ,” Callum answered honestly. “But I suppose I’d better find out.” He looked over to Lucy. “Give me some time to get all my notes squared away and I’ll see if I can open another portal.” It had to be an oversized dimensional portal, since his normal portals required a physical connection, and using a paired enchantment would be vulnerable to degradation and disruption.

His accidental discovery with the oversized anti-mana portals made him suspect the key to duplicating the Dragonlands dimensional portal was to fully
 duplicate it, size and all. The structure just didn’t work right any smaller, and since none of the other natural portals were small, he had to imagine that was true in general. The only exception might be the Mictlān portal, and that one was weird enough he hesitated to make any conclusions about it.

“You know where to find me,” Shahey said, and hung up.

“What the heck,” Lucy muttered. “At least he doesn’t seem panicked? Kind of extreme for that to happen though.”

“We’re a half-step short of actual war,” Callum sighed, trying to shove aside his own anxiety. “Could you warn Chester about a possible threat to the Deep Wilds portal while I’m getting my notes? In fact, when we look into shaking up GAR we need to take control of the Deep Wilds portal away from them. That only leaves Portal World Five to worry about, and it wouldn’t surprise me if Taisen already has control of that one.”

“Will do,” Lucy said, and turned back to her laptop.

The Dragonlands portal was, fortunately, the one he’d studied the closest and the one he’d used for modeling most often. In theory he had the entire structure recorded, but that didn’t guarantee it would work like he wanted. Especially since he wouldn’t be able to punch through to the Dragonlands from just anywhere
 in the world.

“Ah heck,” Callum said. “The Matterhorn isn’t where the portal was originally. We can try but I don’t think we’ll get the Dragonlands from there.”

“Oh right, it was in China someplace,” Lucy said. “Wonder if I can dig that up from the GAR servers. Not that there’s much new stuff on there,” she muttered. “People barely use the forums anymore, even. I spent a lot of time setting those up!”

“Well, they helped me
 at least,” Callum said. “And a lot of Houses are going to want that for themselves, the big ones anyway.”

“Yeah, and I guess we can’t tap all of them,” Lucy grumbled. “H’okay, I’ll see what I can dig up.”

While Lucy sorted through document archives, Callum sorted through his own files and thought about trying to instead open a portal from the Dragonlands to Earth, but he’d not had any luck with that kind of experiment so far. While location mattered, it was also a hazy concept inside a portal world. The space inside wasn’t fixed to anything in particular, as shown when he’d formed the first portal to his redoubt. It really shouldn’t have been falling at the same speed as the islands if space magic really conformed to the scientific concepts of the same.

He was certain that the dragons would really prefer if he could anchor the portal to them rather than the cliffside, and it seemed like it would be possible, but he had no idea how. The only thing he could think of would be building a focus on both ends, but how to get that to work after
 he’d created it was beyond him.

It wasn’t likely he’d actually need any of the things he was considering, but Callum really didn’t have faith in large, unsupported portals. They were too vulnerable, a single point of failure that was nearly impossible to hide. He also wasn’t entirely convinced having an open portal flooding the Earth with mana was the best way to operate when smaller portal foci would do — but the amount of enchanting time and material that would require was prohibitive.

He set aside his useless meanderings and started dripping vis into his spare crystals, since if he was going to reproduce the Dragonlands portal, it’d be a nearly thirty-foot monstrosity. That was far larger than he’d ever done before and he didn’t expect to get it right the first go. At least he already had foci to help him with some of the more finnicky bits.

“Okay, we might have an issue,” Lucy said, while Callum was in the middle of piloting a drone over to the general region of China. Though given how large the country was, that was about as useful as having a single drone for the whole United States.

“Lay it on me.”

“The original location of the Dragonlands portal was on the ground of House Xu, which is still
 an active GAR-supporting House. Unless they’ve got a monument up, that’s probably as good as we’re going to get,” Lucy told him, squinting at some poorly-scanned document on her laptop.

“That’s not good.” Callum considered it. “It might be possible to open a portal and then move it without someone interfering, but I doubt it. We’re going to have to either parley with them or take over their yard for a bit.”

“Surely the dragonblooded will be willing to step in for this, right?” Lucy suggested. “I can’t imagine it would go well if anyone else was involved.”

“Yeah, definitely. Let’s call up Shahey and see what he says.”

The conversation was short and to the point. Shahey did indeed remember the exact location, and was perfectly willing to show up. In fact, all
 the dragons were, though Shahey didn’t elaborate on that fact before he rang off.

“All, huh? I wonder how many that might be?” Lucy mused.

“Not many dragons, but there might be a lot of bodies. Pretty sure they can make as many as they like.” Callum knew what dragon magic could do, but he had no idea how that translated to actual combat. “Right, let’s get cracking.”

House Xu was not actually anywhere near House Fane, actually being somewhere in south central China. It was still out in the middle of nowhere, a big sprawling estate nestled in the hills, and it took a little bit of time to get to just because they didn’t have exact GPS coordinates. The records for the House only had a general area, so he had to search himself. Not that it was particularly hard to find.

Despite the delay, it hadn’t taken too long so he was surprised that the dragonblooded had beat him there. By the time Lucy piloted the drone down to the outside of the estate boundary there was a veritable army outside.

He recognized Shahey’s avatar, but Shahey was joined by three other semi-humanoid scaled types, each of them backed by what looked like honest-to-goodness cyborgs. They were vis dense enough that he couldn’t really tell anything about them with his perceptions, but the video feed showed hulking black-and-chrome beasts seated in four distinct groups. Each of them looked like something that could rip through a tank, and there were twenty overall.

Facing them were a number of mages on the other side of the wards, looking nervous — as well they might. While the dragonblooded’s combat forms looked technological, they were packed with enough magic potency that they’d probably shred any spell they cared to.

“That is not what I expected to see,” Callum commented as Lucy sent the drone in Shahey’s direction.

“Yeah, no. Dragonblooded are supposed to be scary but I wasn’t expecting mecha-lizards.” The four human-like avatars turned to watch the drone approach, and Lucy landed it on the ground.

“Mister Wells, I presume,” said one of the dragonblooded. Judging by the voice, it was at least affecting to be female.

“That’s me,” he said, leaning closer to the mic pickup on his own laptop. “Before we actually do anything, I’d like to check if this is close enough to the original location. Just in case we don’t need to impose on these people.”

He hadn’t yet had enough time to experiment on exactly how local portal worlds were, other than it wasn’t some infinitesimal connection. There were definitely regions, and some of them quite large – he’d actually connected to Portal World Five more than once while searching for his redoubt – but the specifics had yet to be determined. Testing it was easy enough though; he just formed a normal dimensional portal right there, punching through to what was on the other side.

It only took a moment to see that he hadn’t hit the dragonlands. The section of ordinary horizontal forest made that clear enough. It actually looked like a good candidate for adding to their selection to bribe other Houses with, maybe even House Xu in this case, but that’d have to wait until later.

“Can you mark that one down,” Callum muttered to Lucy, before leaning into the mic pickup again. “No good, we need to be closer to the original location.”

One of the dragonblooded, not Shahey, turned to talk to the mages assembled on the other side of the barrier. Callum had no idea what they were saying, since he didn’t speak Chinese, and he had a hunch that it was an ancient dialect anyway. The words escalated to shouting, and then one of the cyber-lizards went over and swiped a claw against the ward shielding. It absolutely shattered them, which silenced some of the shouting.

For a moment Callum thought there’d be an all-out brawl, but an older gentleman with a beard down to his knees managed to yell at everyone equally before bowing to the dragonblooded. In turn, the dragonblooded hefted a large sack and handed it over to the bearded mage. The probable patriarch lofted the sack with a telekinesis focus and barked at his people, before striding off with dignity.

“Bribery it is,” Shahey said mildly. “Smart.”

“Yeah, those war-forms are scary,” Lucy said enthusiastically. “Are they actual mech-borgs or what is that?”

“They’re a collaboration between us,” Shahey said modestly. “I admit they haven’t seen too much use, but it’s better to have them than not.”

“Ensharrehael,” the female dragonblooded said sharply.

“It’s hardly a secret, Miyashientu,” Shahey protested. “Besides, it’s better to extend friendship to the person who is going to be making portals to new universes for us, don’t you think?”

“I suppose,” Miyashientu said, without enthusiasm.

“I won’t feel left out if you keep things secret,” Callum assured them. “So long as you aren’t kidnapping humans or anything it’s not really any of my business.”

“Seems awfully trusting of The Ghost,” Miyashientu frowned.

“You had a noninterference policy long before I came along,” Callum said. “Can’t ask for anything else, can I?” Miyashientu grunted and turned away, and Shahey winked at the camera pickup.

“Miya’s just grumpy because her avatar was driving when the portal cut off and she wrecked her favorite car,” he explained.

“It was vintage!” Miyashientu snapped. Callum wondered why that was such an issue when dragon magic implied she could repair any car damage with a mere thought, but he supposed it was the principle of the thing. Lucy had her hand over her mouth to suppress any noise, but her eyes were sparkling. Clearly she was tickled by the idea of a dragon being a car nut.

“Well, come on,” one of the other dragonblooded said, and Shahey picked up the drone as they headed into the estate. The cyber-lizards spread out to escort them, though if Callum understood things, it wasn’t like they were separate entities or robots. They were all directly controlled by the dragons, just like with their more normal avatars.

It was brisk walk through what was seemed like mostly open grass and trees, but a closer look showed they were carefully curated courtyards with decorative or fruiting plants. Lucy took frantic notes, snapping screenshots of the well-groomed estate, and Callum had to admit it’d be nice to copy some of that for his own backyard. Mostly though, he was focused on seeing if he could find anything in the spatial environment that would imply there’d been a portal there once. He just didn’t believe that someone had opened a portal to one of the few portal worlds with intelligent life by chance.

He could guess their destination when the camera caught a section of steep hill that had somehow become a polished cliff sometime in antiquity. There were characters engraved into the cliff face that he couldn’t read, but it was only when he got closer that he found there really was some faint distortion to the local space. It wasn’t anything that he would have easily noticed in passing, but it was something else to look out for while he was surveying for portal world connections.

Such natural portals were the strongest argument against simply closing everything and trying to keep earth entirely free of magic. The magic would come through eventually, and if people weren’t prepared something really
 nasty could appear. Like the dragons, only with the attitude of the vampires.

“Alright,” Callum said, as the procession came to a halt in front of the cliff face. “I think this is going to work, but I’ve never tried anything this large before so it might take a few tries.”

“Take your time,” Shahey said.

“But not too
 much,” Miya grumbled.

Lucy chuckled and Callum shook his head, reaching out for the location and prodding it with his vis. Not that he expected a response, but he wasn’t sure how the local flavor of space would affect portal creation. There was a rough sphere maybe fifty or sixty feet across, mostly inside the cliff face, that was different, but it didn’t seem to affect his vis.

“Testing again,” he reported, and opened another small portal using the process that he’d gotten familiar with over the past months. This time when it punched through to the portal world, not only did he get the Dragonlands, the entire sphere of spatial weirdness resonated, started to twist around it.

“Ah,” said one of the unnamed dragonblooded, clearly perking up at the bit of dragonlands mana coming through the portal.

“Yeah hang on, I think I gotta do this now,” Callum said, worried by the spatial instability. He wasn’t sure if he’d incited some kind of spontaneous formation or if he had prompted a collapse, but either way he wanted the permanent portal made and out of the way before nature took its course.

He reached out to the vis crystals he’d charged and then sent it all through his various foci. The multiple toruses and feeder structures assembled themselves on a scale he’d never tried before, which meant that he predictably got it wrong the first time. A misalignment by a few degrees meant that instead of resonating with the spatial weak point, the structure grated against it, the portal itself unstable enough to collapse after an instant with a thunderclap of displaced air. Wherever it had led was not one of the compatible portal worlds.

That was why he’d prepared enough for multiple tries though, so he immediately started again, ignoring the strain. Even if he wasn’t having to empty his own vis pool, he was still doing most of the work. The second time, his practice paid off. It all came together, and a big portal bloomed just in front of the cliff face.

Which was when a big wave of vis came from underground and detonated the hill.

All the dragons blurred into movement while Callum struggled to keep the portal together. Even incidental debris flying through the portal destabilized the affected portions, and while the structure definitely seemed to be pulling in sufficient mana to hold itself together, it was still fragile. He didn’t even have time to think about the attack, entirely focused on preventing his new dimensional portal from falling apart.

A few mage bubbles appeared on the edges of his perception, coming from below as well as the sides, but it seemed the dragonblooded had things in hand, at least for the moment. But Callum wasn’t sure how long he could hold the portal and he had doubts they’d get a second try. Now that the enemy knew where they needed to be, it would be trivial to make it impossible to access the area. Assuming GAR couldn’t tap Duvall to make it literally impossible to open portals there, which Callum was not about to rule out.

One of the dragons seemed to notice his issues because a flash of power formed a big metal sphere around the drone and the portal, with long spikes anchoring it in the ground. That gave him enough of a break for him to wrap the portal in a giant teleportation framework and pull it away. He would have liked to put it on the moon with his nexus, since that was the safest possible place, but that wasn’t practical with an atmosphere on the other side so he dropped it off near Barbados via one of the drones he kept on one of the tiny islands there.

His China drone remained inside the metal sphere, but given that it was dragon-made the dense vis cut off his perceptions and made it so he had no idea what was going on. Which was fine, because he had all his attention focused on the portal. Despite the successful connection, he still had to keep ahold of the structure, since the moment his control slipped the various components started drifting.

Normally there was an enchantment enforcing the structure, or he didn’t care about the portal collapsing after he let it go, but in this case he needed it to stay intact. He was still studying the portal structure when one of Shahey’s avatars popped into existence on the edge of his perceptions, on the Dragonlands side of the portal. Callum wasn’t sure if it had ended up at the exact same part of the cliff as before, since so much of the rock was basically the same, but it seemed it was close enough.

“Lucy, can you set one of the screens to ah, drone oh-two-seven?” Callum said, reading off the engraved designation on the drone’s cover. If Shahey had anything to say, Callum wouldn’t be able to hear it – or answer back – without the proper connection.

“On it,” she said, flipping through the controls, and one of the viewscreens popped on to show the view of a beach, while the sound of surf came through the microphone. Shahey’s avatar floated into view through the portal, glancing around until he spotted the drone sitting on the grass.

“It seems to be working, but it’s not as strong a connection as before,” Shahey remarked. “Better than nothing, but it is worrisome.”

“I’ve never done this before,” Callum said after he activated the microphone. “But I think it’s still stabilizing. There’s a lot of mana uptake into the portal structure itself.” All the vortex structures were pulling in mana at an unbelievable rate, but it didn’t seem to be replacing the vis particularly quickly. Perhaps the entire thing would operate without his constant oversight when the mana was replaced. He hoped it would. “I’m still having to hold it in place.”

“I’ll have the others disengage,” he said. “No point in fighting if we got what we want.”

“Sure,” Callum said, and rubbed his eyes, glancing at the clock. “Alright,” he told Lucy. “I think we’ll have to break out the coffee for this. I’m not going to be able to do anything else for a while.”

“An excuse to have soda!” Lucy grinned. “I’ll go run pick up Alex and then I’ll keep you company. Besides, what are the odds something else is going to happen tonight?”




Chapter 11 – Retreat

A tug on the pack bonds woke Alpha Chester, rolling him out bed before his was properly awake. His body operated on autopilot, his eyes barely opening in time to catch sight of the time as he went. Nearly three in the morning, and the images he was getting through the pack bond of the convoy on its way to the compound did not bode well. Military jeeps and personnel carriers, and lots of people with guns. They hadn’t gone so far as to bring tanks, but it looked like some kind of national guard deployment.

That was bad enough by itself, but the shifters shadowing the group caught the distinct reek of magic. Considering that all the governmental interference had its origin in the supernatural community anyway, that was hardly a surprise, but a combined task force was tricky. If it were just mundanes or just supernaturals, it’d be easy enough to apply the appropriate measures, but a mix of the two required more finesse.

He prodded everyone else in the compound through the pack bonds to wake them up as he dressed and armed himself, holstering a shield-breaker he had acquired next to an ordinary – if high-caliber – pistol. That was all for show, since if it came down to combat it would all be done in war form, but weaponry sent a certain message. Chester had no illusions about what was coming, and the only question was how much damage would be done.

Already some people were bundling up the children and all the important items and hustling them through the main portal to the Deep Wilds or the emergency portal to the fallback shelter in the Rocky Mountains. Chester didn’t think
 there was anyone along with the firepower necessary to really threaten him, but accidents happened – sometimes on purpose – and it was better to be prepared.

By the time he was outside, loping toward the edge of the compound, all the lights were on and some of the military materiel he’d managed to acquire was manned. Mages had a nasty habit of flying about and anti-aircraft weaponry could at least keep them busy, if not outright kill the more careless or arrogant ones. Demonstrating that he had military-grade weaponry at his disposal would make for difficult explanations when it came to the mundane authorities, but that’s what the wards and glamours were for.

His Wolfpack joined him at the top of the guard post at the gates, while his scouts outpaced the cars to head back and join the rest of his people inside the walls. In the distance he could see the lights of the cars and hear the rumble of engines, and he waited with his arms crossed as the convoy drew closer. When the cars drew up outside the compound walls, he sent a message through the pack bonds and the floodlights came on, illuminating the men and vehicles.

There were sounds of surprise. Chester wondered who exactly was so stupid as to think that their approach wouldn’t be noticed. The mages would certainly know that shifters would spot that many people approaching long before they arrived, and the military-minded mundanes would have to expect some
 kind of monitoring to be in place. In his public persona, Chester had private security, so it wasn’t like the authorities were surprising some random house in the suburbs.

“What can I do for you gentlemen?” He called down, his voice booming as he put a little extra effort into it. They were recording everything just in case, but he was sadly certain that nothing that happened would ever make it into the public record. He looked down over the people milling about outside his gates, marking the mages and passing the tactical appraisal along the pack bonds. Even now he wasn’t entirely certain what the goal was, though considering the late hour it was definitely nothing good.

“Chester Fredrickson?” Someone shouted back after several minutes, long enough that Chester had gone past impatient into amused. The posse was clearly not a well-oiled machine. He would have figured that magical coercion or simple bribery would have put them all on the same page, but apparently not.

“As I said, what can I do for you gentlemen?”

“We’re here to search this compound and take everyone here into custody!” The man shouted back, squinting up into the floodlights.

“Really now? And do you have a warrant for that?” Chester boomed, not that he had any intention of yielding to such an obvious abuse.

“Come out here and we can discuss it,” the answer came instead. Chester snorted. They probably had
 a warrant, but not a valid one, especially not at this time of night. Though that wasn’t the point. The supernaturals just wanted to force a confrontation .

“No, I don’t think I will. If you’ve got a warrant, you can slip it through the gate.”

“Sir, you need to come out here so we can talk about this,” the man said. Chester suppressed a sigh. It was like talking to a brick wall, but better that than shooting, and the more time they spent arguing the more prepared everyone else could get.

They went around in circles for the next ten minutes. Chester timed it. The preparation wasn’t one-sided, since it gave the mundanes time to suit up and arm themselves, and more importantly, time for some of the mages to disappear and spread out to surround the compound. Chester had his wolfpack track them directly, since they’d probably need to be taken down right away.

There was no telling how long they could have spent bickering if someone hadn’t forced events. He was pretty sure it was a mage, but it could have been an agent with or without a push from a fae. Either way, a sudden report of gunshots rang out and people started shouting. Flashbangs and gas grenades went off at the gate, and Chester gave the signal.

The wards pulsed, a heavy burst of mana spreading outward and instantly rendering the mundanes unconscious. Which stopped most of the gunshots, and exposed the mages and fae mixed in with the ordinary soldiers. He sent instructions through the bonds to start incapacitating or killing the supernaturals, but even as the gates opened a bomb went off in the middle of the mundanes.

At least, that was what it looked like. Chester could smell the distinct scent of human magic, and he realized instantly what was going on. If DAI couldn’t get Chester to attack the mundanes, they’d just engineer it to look like he had. He adjusted the orders to his local people as he jumped off the wall himself, shifting to war-form on the way.

He broke through the shield of one of the mages with a swipe, the man’s head flying off into the distance on the follow-through as the body simply dropped. His other people went after the rest of the supernaturals, but at least one fae simply faded away with a laugh. Others were not so lucky, and in a few seconds there were more dead bodies on the ground.


Emergency treatment.
 Fetch Gayle
 . Chester didn’t personally care that much about the mundane agents, many of whom probably weren’t magically mind-controlled, but the political implications could be disastrous. The federal government did not look kindly upon people who killed their agents, or at least were framed as having done so. His mind was already racing ahead, to how he would deal with the fallout, but first he had to make sure as many people survived as possible.

Rendering the mundanes unconscious had played right into the supernatural plan, knowing or not. None of them were conscious to provide witness. He growled deep in his throat as he pulled people out of burning cars, applied tourniquets, and separated the dead from the injured. Yet he knew that this wasn’t over; as bad as the situation was he didn’t believe that they’d go that far and no further.

Not less than two minutes later the ground started to shake. Chester took a moment to sort through what his subordinates were sending through the bonds. Only two of the dispersed mages had been removed; they had been incautious enough to stay low to the ground. The others had flown up out of sight, but the stench of magic was strong enough that they were clearly casting something into the ground. The wards were all ablaze with alarms and the shielding was activated, but the reserves were draining rapidly as they fended off vis attacks.

Chester and his people could oppose mages in direct combat, but shifters didn’t have anything to deal with long-range, indirect assaults like that — which was one reason that shifters had been under the GAR aegis for so long. While he’d called on his allies, it was already too late for them to arrive. The real damage had been done.


Get the mundanes through the portal
 , he decided, and his people started grabbing bodies, unconscious or otherwise. It was bad enough that some of them had died; leaving them to be found with whatever setup the mages had in mind would be catastrophic. At shifter speed, shuttling thirty people through the portal to the Deep Wilds did not take long, but long enough that the combined efforts of the mages were starting to be felt.

“They’re going to level our home,” Lisa said over the radio, aggrieved. “Someone has to pay for that.”

“They will,” he said grimly, tossing the last person through the portal into the arms of a waiting shifter. “You’d better evacuate too. No telling how far they’ll go.” While his words were calm, he was looking forward to personally tearing the head off whoever was responsible. So far the only saving grace was that none of his people had been badly hurt; nothing that couldn’t be taken care of by shifter healing and Gayle, anyway. The greater damage was to his official identity and the entire network he’d built up over the years to support it.

He was going to be leaving an awful lot of people high and dry, and he hated
 it.

Lisa was the last one through the portal, but he didn’t follow, instead taking the portal frame itself and hauling it off at speed. His wolfpack had the remaining ones, and they all scattered in different directions as some mage with a lot
 of earth power finally broke through the shielding wards. He had already memorized the scents of the mages in question and as the compound walls began to crumble, he burned it into his memory.

Maybe the individuals were out of his
 reach, but he knew someone who was quite capable of removing targets with prejudice. No matter where they might be.

***

Felicia woke to a whispering in her ear, and it took her but an instant to recognize it as the spirit she had bound to her in the Ways. She sat up straight to listen, its not-quite-words telling her about the fae that were sliding and slithering their way through the Ways, bringing with them scents of might-be and never-was.

She knew that the Ways connected to Faerie itself, but that link was neither obvious nor easy, bridging the worlds as it did. Still, any doorway might be used even if it could only fit one person at a time, and a fae with the proper authority might well make the path easier for a time. It wasn’t a link she could completely guard or close – at least not yet – but she had been keeping an eye on it to prevent any more deep Faerie monsters from wandering onto Earth.

The monsters spoke not of monsters, however, but an army. Or, if that was too bombastic, at least a horde. Too many presences for mere coincidence.

She rolled out of bed and dressed herself in the armor of her station. Felicia had yet to bring a fae into her service that could forge something fit for a princess, but the tactical outfit that she’d purchased from House Taisen and combined with a cloak and some inspired embroidery made for a credible regalia. Her guards prepared as well, the ones who had been waiting in her shadow sliding out to rest while new, fresh ones suited themselves and checked their weaponry.

“Ray,” she said, rousing him. “We have work to do.” Even though he wasn’t much affected by her voice, she made sure to not invest her requests to him with any power. A relationship couldn’t be filled with one-sided orders.

Less than a minute later Ray was suited up as well. While he didn’t have regalia – yet – he did have a fae-made patch on his breast with her iconography. Like her, he had a mage-produced set of tactical armor, which wasn’t quite as good as she would have liked against fae magic but it was far better than nothing.

“What’s happening?” He asked, his voice still rough from sleep. She had to suppress an urge to comment on how good that sounded and focused on the task at hand.

“Someone’s coming through the Ways. We will have to see what we can do to stop or deflect them.” The spirit’s whispering indicated that someone of real power was along, and while her own authority was steadily growing, she wasn’t at the point that she could directly contend with a Prince of one of the Seven Lesser Courts. Which wasn’t to say she couldn’t do anything
 .

“Should we get Taisen?” Ray asked, fingers going to the scry-comm pinned to his collar.

“If we can,” Felicia said. Taisen kept odd hours thanks to his global reach and living underground in Antarctica, but he was the only mage other than Ray that Felicia would be comfortable bringing into the Ways. Not just because of the secrecy, but because the Ways themselves would happily eat an unwary mage, given that they very much did not belong there.

Ray activated the scry-comm and muttered at the person on the other end. The new ones were designed so that only the user could hear them, and while Felicia probably could have flexed some of her burgeoning power to listen in anyway, she didn’t need to. She trusted Ray to handle things, while she turned on the faucet in the apartment kitchen and started to coax the Gate of Water from her wrist.

“He’s dealing with an attack on Alpha Chester,” Ray reported grimly. “So this is a full offensive. Which we weren’t ready for.”

“No, not yet,” Felicia said, though she knew that she probably couldn’t have been more ready than she was. Any fae was as much constrained by their story as empowered by it, and any shortcuts to power that she took would absolutely cripple her. If she wanted to compete with the old monsters of Faerie, she would need a lot more time. Even with, or maybe especially because of, her bloodline.

“Let’s go, then,” Ray said, slinging an arcanorifle over his shoulder. The Ghost’s success with firearms had made some mages, Ray included, carry them as backup weapons at the very least. They didn’t have bane ammunition, but it wasn’t a good idea to bring cold iron into the Ways to begin with.

Felicia pulled on the Gate of Water, expanding the half-filled sink into a shimmering film that filled one of the doorways. By her will, a dozen of her guards went through, followed by Ray and then finally herself. The glade on the other side greeted her as she stepped through, and the very far edge of the clearing shifted to narrow its perspective, looking out and down a slope that hadn’t existed before.

It took her a moment to place what she was seeing; a procession of animals and animalistic humanoids mixed together, surrounded by ambling packs of humans with shriveled skin and blank faces. Though she hadn’t encountered this court specifically, she did know of them. The Court of the Loa.

Felicia felt it was in bad taste, but certain kinds of fae loved making deals with mortals. Even from this distance she could tell the zombie packs were just that; mortals who had made one too many deals with the fae and had paid the price for it. That made them more substantial than conjured minions or even lesser fae who had been subjugated by their superiors.

The fae at the center of the invasion had styled himself after Baron Samedi, and several of his similarly-attired underlings anchored the other fae. Some of the others had forms that were barely corporeal, and they’d need the help if they were to get to Earth. Which, looking at the forces and comparing them to her own, Felicia couldn’t quite stop. But she could do something
 .

She reached out and channeled her power into the glade. The slope grew, turning into a cliff, the paths that led to that part of the Ways falling away and melding back into the realm. If nothing else, she could cut them off from North America, locking them out of whatever was going on with Alpha Chester. They still could find other Gates to other places on Earth, but not to anywhere near something vulnerable.

“Let us have some target practice,” she said, gesturing to the cliff edge. While the Ways were not entirely a physical place, the things inside it were quite real. The terrain might be far more than it seemed, but they could still take advantage of the high ground to hit the enemy.

“That’s a handy thing,” Ray said, lips quirking into half a smile. “Though won’t they just scale the cliff?”

“It’s more than just a cliff, in this place,” Felicia said. “Though if I am to cut them off from our position entirely, they will be cut off from us and we have only a limited window before they will be gone from our sight. Even now time is fleeting.”

“Then there’s none to waste,” Ray said, unslinging the arcanorifle and handing it to her before stepping over to the cliff edge and channeling his vis. Felicia joined him with her guards, looking down at the procession passing through what had become a misty, haunted wood, and aimed the rifle.

“Fire,” she said, and squeezed the trigger. Ray’s winds rushed downward just behind the first volley of bullets, but the actual damage was minor. A number of the transformed humans were thrown out into the depths of the Ways, and would never be seen again, and several of the lesser loa fell to bullets or cutting winds, but the deceptive distance of the Ways worked against them.

None of the enemy panicked, though. Defensive magics of dozens of different types sprang into existence around the force while they searched for their attackers, but the Baron seemed to see straight through to where they were perched on their plateau. He raised his cane and pointed it in their direction, a great black shadow reaching, clawlike, and flashing up the cliff toward them.

“Stop.
 ” Felicia commanded it. “Be not.
 ” The shadow froze and vanished, dissipating like dew in the morning sun. She sank down to one knee, feeling drained from the effort of contesting what was either the Prince of the Court of Loa or a direct lieutenant. Sadly, she couldn’t see his reaction to his attack being so utterly destroyed, for their force was swallowed by the mists as her glade completely sealed itself off.

Overall, it was a frustratingly inconclusive match, but they hadn’t sustained any injuries and had at least denied the enemy an easy route into North America. But that wasn’t enough for Felicia, because that troupe would still come out somewhere on Earth, and it would be disastrous for anyone nearby when that happened. Even if the Court of the Loa were not as deeply insidious as some of the others, they could very easily dig themselves into the right area and make it exceedingly difficult to remove them.

“Come on, Ray,” she said. “We need to shadow them and let someone
 know where they’re emerging.”

“Got your homebond?” Ray asked, holding up his hand to show the ring.

“I do,” Felicia said. Though it was really an exercise of last resort, especially in the Ways. There was no telling how much power she would lose if she simply fled that way. Escaping an assassin was one thing, hunting enemy fae was another. Ray’s vis resonated with the enchantments in her armor and they lifted into the air.

“Firskin, Gallade; come along. The rest of you, stay here until I return,” Felicia said, and two of her guards leapt into her shadow while the remainder spread out over the glade.

She opened a new path back out of the glade, manifesting as a steep mountain trail that they shot down at speed. While she had determined the basic form of the glade, she had no control over the winding of the path, nor of the craggy outcrops with trees clinging to them. There was a stretched and strained property to the cliffside, the half-real nature fighting with the presence of mage and fae.

They shot down toward the misty forest, which rapidly became a narrow jungle trail. Below them, she could see where the Court of Loa fae were winding their way through a long and sinuous path, one that turned upon itself as if it had no desire to lead the intruders to their destination. Felicia had to wonder if even the parts she had not taken control of were aligning themselves with her, or maybe just against the natives of Faerie.

By intent or simply by being lost after being cut off from North America, they had gone toward South America. Europe would have made more sense, as GAR still held most of its power there, but there wasn’t very much in South or Central America to prevent the fae army from doing what it wanted. The whispers from the jungle spoke of another Gate, at the bottom of a sun-dappled cenote choked with bones. It was a combination of two Gates at once, and so harder to find, control, or use, but also far more difficult to displace or remove.

Before she could figure out where, precisely, the Gate might be Earth-side, someone detected them. A whole section of the army peeled away and headed back toward them, and Ray promptly sent them rocketing the opposite direction. Great ghostly snakes chased them as they retreated, but a whispered word from Felicia slowed them and left them floundering in a swampy morass.

“We’ll have to put out the word,” she said grimly. “I might be able to cut off the Gate from this end once they’re through, and erase their escape route. But I cannot deal with that many fae at once.”

“Understood,” Ray replied, his magic keeping his words from being snatched away by the breeze. “Discretion is sometimes the better part of valor.”

***


“Details are still emerging about the raid on reclusive millionaire Chester Fredrickson’s estate, which seems to have been completely destroyed, possibly due to stored explosives. T
 he man operated a cult-like compound with dozens of people living inside its walls, and the authorities were investigating him for possible tax fraud and terrorist connections. Fredrickson himself has not yet been located, and authorities have refused to comment on what casualties, if any, might have been involved.”


Callum stared at the news feed, a little loopy from lack of sleep. His mind was numb from holding the dimensional portal open for hours, but he could see how bad things were. There was just a big dirt hole where Chester’s compound used to be.

“Maybe it’s selfish, but I’m glad we didn’t decide to leave Alex there overnight,” Lucy said, trying to get their son to eat breakfast. Both of them were running on too little sleep, so of course he was more rambunctious than normal, but that was a reassuring piece of normalcy after everything that had happened. Despite the destruction of what he’d considered a safe space, Callum was too tired to be properly angry about it, though the fact that they’d already heard from Chester and knew he and his were safe helped.

“Yeah. Though maybe…” Callum trailed off and shook his head. He would have been useless in such a situation, at least unless he let the portal collapse. Even then, pitched battles weren’t his best realm. In fact he was pretty sure that if people were flinging magic everywhere it’d make it practically impossible for him to do anything.

“No, I guess it’s for the best, but we were using Chester’s place for a kind of headquarters. Not to mention for your medical checkups.” Lucy was well advanced with their second child now, and Callum was absolutely shameless about getting Gayle to smooth things along. Now that he had a redoubt there were other options for meeting, but being deprived of their normal safe place was disconcerting.

“Gonna make that meeting real interesting,” Lucy said, and yawned, clearly less concerned about that part than he was. “C’mon sweetie, you can’t just
 have bacon.”

“Like bacon,” Alex proclaimed.

“Yeah, I do too, kiddo, but fruit’s good too,” Callum told him, and held out a grape for Alex to eat. Which he did, reluctantly. “Have we heard anything from Chester other than that he’s okay?”

“Not yet. Given that mess it’s probably going to be a while.” Lucy rubbed her eyes. “Which means Alex won’t be able to see his friends for a while maybe. Those poor kids, having to run out in the middle of the night.”

“It’s an escalation,” Callum sighed. “The fae are one thing, but mages and the federal government — I don’t know. Is there any option that’s not all-out war?”

“I mean. You were talking about taking down GAR anyway. Now there’s just, y’know, more of a reason?”

“It’s more reason to aim at Janry, too,” Callum said. “I’ve always been a proponent of removing the people at the top, and we all know it’s Janry who is giving GAR their orders. I know that nuking archmages might start a real war, even a nuclear one, but I hate being unable to do the right thing because of the fear of reprisal. At what point is it no longer worth it if they just abuse our restraint to do what they want?”

“I mean, the stakes are pretty high, what with the potential end of civilization and all,” Lucy replied, handing Alex his cup. “Just a few more bites and we can go play, okay?”

“Okay!”

Callum yawned. He didn’t know how Lucy had the energy to play, other than copious amounts of caffeine. While he hadn’t had more than a single soda, he was feeling pretty terrible from staying up all night, like his head was in a fog. Just the distraction from talking with his family was enough for one of the rings of the portal to start slipping, and he clamped it back in place.

By his judgement some thirty or forty percent of the structure had converted itself to mana, and he had been right that those segments were stable — though he didn’t know if it was because they were made of mana or if it was just that the structures had established themselves locally. He supposed it didn’t really matter which, if the result was the same, but if he knew he might get a lead on Duvall’s ability to fix local space permanently.

He knew he should be focused on the debacle that had destroyed Chester’s civilian identity and what they were going to do about it, but he was too tired and scatterbrained to make any inroads in that direction. He was just glad it wasn’t worse, and there hadn’t been archmage-versus-archmage combat. Though how anyone was going to explain the enormous sinkhole that was obviously not a crater, he didn’t know. A secret government weapon, perhaps.

“You go ahead,” he told Lucy, as Alex squirmed off his seat. “I’m going to try and not fall asleep here.”

“C’mon sweetie, daddy’s tired. He’ll join us later,” Lucy said, holding out her hand for Alex’s. He looked at her and then walked over to Callum.

“Daddy needs to go to bed on time,” he said solemnly. Callum couldn’t help but laugh.

“Yeah, you’re right. I’ll do better tonight.”

Alex nodded and ran off to Lucy, both of them going outside. Callum yawned again and switched from the useless news report to the drone feed. The tiny island he was using off Barbados was populated by a number of the dragon war-forms, and not just of the cyber lizard type either. There were dozens of combat-capable Pteranodon-looking versions in the air as well. He wasn’t entirely certain, but he could swear that they had guns. It showed why people respected the dragonblooded, even if Shahey’s avatar hadn’t been very fearsome.

The stuff the dragons wielded was basically magic artillery controlled by a single mind. Callum didn’t know how it stacked up against archmage powers but an arbitrary number of perfectly coordinated attackers was a terrifying thing indeed. He still didn’t know what they intended to do to House Xu, since their payoff clearly hadn’t stuck, but the answer was probably something along the lines of whatever they wanted
 .

“So have you reconsidered your neutral stance?” Callum asked via drone. Shahey had an aged, sage version of himself there, more to answer questions than to oversee things. He had a hunch they’d be building a bunker around the portal as soon as it was safe, but at the moment nobody wanted to run the risk of destabilizing it.

“I think we’ll be forced to put our hand in at least a little, if we want to stay on Earth,” Shahey said. “I admit our current non-interference policy falls apart under the circumstances. Principles are all well and good, but only until they fail. Though I must confess; it is somewhat satisfying that we
 are not the cause of this upheaval.”

“I find that people are generally pretty good at upheaval all on their own,” Callum said. He wasn’t exactly certain how having the dragons more officially on their side would help, though. Between himself and the two archmages, their side didn’t lack the ability to apply force. It was more an issue of finesse.

“So it would seem,” Shahey said, amused. “The supernaturals put this one together all on their own.”

“Gonna get messy though,” Callum said, stifling another yawn as he clamped down on portal drift yet again. “If we’re going to have open war that’s just not going to turn out good for anyone.”




Chapter 12 – Wizzy

“Do a jaguar next!”

“No, a dragon!”

Huitzilin smiled at the children as he handed the butterfly he had just finished whittling to the small girl hovering on his porch steps. She took it carefully and managed to squeak out thanks before dashing off to show it to her friends.

“A jaguar, ai?” He asked, taking the next block of wood. The little boy nodded eagerly, brushing the hair out of his eyes. Huitzilin started carving, but after the first two curls of wood peeled off, the phone in his pocket chimed. The ringtone identified it as coming from House Taisen, so he sighed and put the wood block down. “Seems like work is calling. One will make a jaguar next time.”

“Okay gramps,” said the little boy, and Huitzilin narrowed his eyes at the kid. The children dispersed as he pulled out the phone and answered it.

“Yes?”

“This is Taisen,” the voice on the other end said. “I have a report from Princess Felicia.”

“Ah?” That was a departure from the usual way of things. Huitzilin stepped inside the little house he had on the edge of the village, to have some privacy. “Is there an issue?”

“There is,” a new voice sounded in his ear, and he could feel the power in it despite being unaffected himself, his blood denying it any hold. “A group of hostile fae have just emerged somewhere in Central or South America. Not too far south though, and I know they came out somewhere in a deep cenote with lots of bones at the bottom. But I couldn’t tell you their exact geographic area.”

“One suspects that that will not be necessary,” Huitzilin said, recalling old, old memories. It made sense that the fae would be attracted to such important and venerated places, old and bloody as they were.

“Archmage Taisen is extremely busy dealing with the aftermath of an attack on Alpha Chester; would you be confident in addressing the fae issue? They have someone fairly powerful with them, though not of archmage level.”

“Yes,” Huitzilin said. “One will ensure that these fae commit no mischief.”

“I will block their escape route,” Felicia said. “If they retreated there is no telling where they would end up. Not in Faerie, that is certain.”

“Very good,” Huitzilin said, and hung up the phone. He had never entirely agreed with modern notions like mercy anyway, for that required that the enemy be in some sense very similar, with only circumstance putting them at odds. For strange creatures like the fae, any that set themselves against him could not be granted clemency.


“Then we hunt again?”
 His shadow asked him, bright eyes opening where it was cast upon the wall. The language it used had been lost to the ages, dying out with his people in time lost to time.


“We do,”
 Huitzilin confirmed to his old friend. He stepped out of the back of his house, activating his foci. While he preferred walking most of the time, sometimes flight was a better option.

The glamour kept him disguised as he flew out of the small village he lived in for the moment, carrying him past the hidden temple where the portal to Mictlān resided, and on toward other, half-remembered ritual sites. Most of them were after his time, but not all. People had been drawn to the same places again and again, as if there were something magical about them.

Huitzilin knew there was. It wasn’t the magic of mages, not the magic of vis, but something deeper and more primal. It was the kind of magic that raised and razed cities, the sheer will and determination of thousands crystallizing into a single point of action. Mictlān had done none of that, only bleeding off talented youth for the false promise of easy power. At least until he had sealed it.

There was nothing amiss at the first sacrificial pool he checked, nor the next, or even the next. It wasn’t until he’d worked his way all the way to Campeche that he caught the first hint of fae presence. The blood of the earth twisted and turned, spiraling in toward the ancient cenote in ways that it should not.

Huitzilin dropped down into the changed space, feeling the beating hearts of two, perhaps three banner worth of fae and humans. Or things that had once been human. The blood that flowed through them was too thick, moved too slowly, its nature twisted and changed by too much time in Faerie.

He reached up to touch the thorns piercing his earlobes, tugging lightly to generate a few drops of blood, which he sent circling around him as he walked forward through the jungle. A few moments later he broke through into the clearing where the fae were assembled, all of them in some mockery of human or animal form.

Of course, his arrival hadn’t gone unnoticed. Several of the more human-looking fae turned toward him, while the one in the big hat stretched out his cane theatrically. Though with the fae, theatrics were inseparable from effectiveness.

“Halt, mage!” He boomed, shadows rising around him. “You tread upon the Court of the Loa! Pay your respects or face the consequences.”

“You are invaders,” Huitzilin said softly. “And will receive only what you have earned.”

The altered humans were weak, and he simply seized control of their blood directly, puppeting them to turn around and immediately attack their masters. Weak though they were, it was a surprise to their fae masters to be set upon by five or six withered bodies clawing and grasping with savage ferocity. Not that Huitzilin expected the thralls to do all the work for him.

He flung his blood forward, drops spattering against two of the fae – a bull-headed man and an owl-headed woman – and forced it into their veins. His vis tangled with theirs, his blood flowed in their veins. After a single moment, he ripped it all out of them, reducing them to dried chunks of meat and bone. The blood went splashing out, threatening the rest of the fae.

The rest of them blurred into motion, several of them coming directly at him with weapons that may have looked unimpressive but were clearly heavily magical, meant to cleave and sever. All of which he ignored, for when they met his skin they stopped, the blood inside it stronger than steel and as immoveable as a mountain. All that did was bring them closer to death, for the few drops of blood they freed whipped out to flense flesh from bone.

At the same time, the man in the oversized hat conjured up a great cresting wave of shadow, sending it Huitzilin’s way with a flick of the cane. It withered anything it touched, plant, fae, and human alike, but Huitzilin had ways of dealing with that kind of thing. Perhaps he could have withstood it on sheer strength of power alone, but there was no need to take the risk.

His shadow shot out to meet the one that the fae had conjured. For a moment the yawning abyss of Mictlān cracked open on Earth, the darkness there swallowing the pale imitation the fae had conjured and leaving only ash behind. That seemed to be enough for some of the fae, and a number of them jumped back down the cenote. Whatever they were expecting, it didn’t happen, the bone-choked water merely rippling and splashing. Felicia had kept her word.

From there the fight took on a note of desperation. The fae came at him in a horde, ignoring the ones who were being beaten to death by the hijacked thralls, and he welcomed them. All they did was speed up their own deaths, though his shirt and pants were torn to tatters. While his control over his own blood meant there was little in the way of injury they could inflict on him, it still sliced through the mundane material he was wearing as if it were air.

The only one who was at all a challenge was the hat man, who didn’t bother with anything physical and instead threw magical attacks. Not powerful ones, but insidious stuff, trying to infect the air he breathed and the light he saw. His old, dead friend was proof against that, a shadow that overmatched the darkness the fae could cast.

Huitzilin strode forward, drops of blood hanging around him as the exsanguinated corpses of his foes crumbled onto the grass. The hat man’s cane whistled through the air, the simple stick sharper than an obsidian blade. Even Huitzilin was wary of letting such a foul artifact touch him, especially since he could feel the hunger it had, so his blood pulled him to one side faster than mere muscle could move.

Like any real fight, it was over in seconds. Huitzilin was not taking any chances, and he ripped into the fae with all the blood he had gathered. He forced it into the fae’s mouth and nose, down its throat, into its ears and eyes. The hat man’s shadows tried to tear at his vis, but instead his old friend devoured them, diamond eyes glowing.

Then Huitzilin tore him apart from the inside, shredding his body and stealing his vis, funneling it into his shadow to repair what had been spent in the fight. Not that his friend would ever go away, but his shadow could only do so much without a ready supply of energy.

It didn’t take much longer to remove the rest of the enemies, with their lord and general gone. That left only the remaining altered humans, and Wizzy peered at them closely to see if any were still intact. But no, they had been that way so long that if they had minds, death would be a release. He stilled their blood in their veins, an instant mercy.

In the bloody silence, he reached down for the water of the cenote and used it to wash things clean, scouring open a patch of earth to bury the remains and using one of his foci to seal stone around them. No need to burden the jungle with the problems that fae bodies could invite if they were left out for the birds and the worms.

Huitzilin stretched and yawned, feeling a little bit drained from the encounter. He was of course unbothered by the carnage, since he had seen much worse and bloodier sights, and with less deserving victims. But he was out of practice, having not needed to use his offensive skills for a very long time.


“Thank you, old friend,”
 he said.


“It was fun,”
 the shadow replied.

He took out his phone and frowned as he saw he had no service where he was, then energized his focus to take to the air again. He needed to return home anyway and get new clothes, for the current ones were in tatters and people would balk at seeing the innumerable bloodless papercuts put into his skin. Huitzilin flew over the jungle as the sky darkened, content with what he had managed.

Even if he had not been a blood priest for a very long time, it was good to know that he still remembered how to deal with his enemies.

***

With Alpha Chester’s compound destroyed, House Hargrave ended up hosting what could credibly be described as a summit. Callum wasn’t entirely happy with it, but there weren’t too many choices. It needed to be held on Earth if the shifter and fae members were to be at all comfortable, unless Callum wanted to volunteer to hold portals open for the duration of their discussions. Which he didn’t, especially since he was completely tapped out from his work with the dragons’ own portal.

He was still keeping an eye on it, though it seemed to be stable enough, even if the mana flow wasn’t yet at the level of the original. Perhaps it never would be, considering how rough and haphazard the process had been, but it was probably good enough. It weighed on his mind enough that he was still worrying over it by the time he had to leave, and only reluctantly teleported his family over.

House Hargrave was astonishingly opulent to his sensibilities, the rooms enormous and spacious and filled with antiques. Hand-carved furniture, paintings that looked to be from the Dutch masters, and a lot of subtle enchanting for the lights, the windows, even the carpets. Though what surprised him the most was that there was an entire pack of shifters serving as guards and butlers.

“Welcome to House Hargrave, Master and Madam Wells, and of course the Young Master too,” one of the butlers said, bowing to them after they appeared in the vestibule of the House. Alex bounced happily at being called Young Master
 , staring around at the expensive carpets and hand-blown glass chandeliers. Callum had to admit he was impressed, though not entirely comfortable with that level of extreme wealth. While it was incredibly opulent, he suspected it was less showing off as just the way very powerful people lived when they accumulated wealth and connections over hundreds of years.

“Thank you,” Callum said, and followed the butler through the house to where he had already sensed a number of mage bubbles along with Wizzy and Shahey. Even though House Hargrave were allies, he was still twitchy being so deep in another mage’s territory. It wasn’t as nerve-wracking as his first contacts, at least, so he was able to focus on something other than escape plans.

The sitting room had a half-dozen Hargraves, the family resemblance obvious when they were all gathered together, and the ones he hadn’t met stared politely when the butler introduced them. It gave Callum a moment of befuddled confusion to see actual fear in their expressions, but of course he had a reputation. The fae cloak he was wearing probably contributed, since the material was clearly not of Earth and he was sure it looked intimidating to mage-sight.

“Alpha Chester should be arriving soon,” Archmage Hargrave said. “And Princess Felicity is en route with Archmage Taisen.”

“That’s fine,” Callum said. “I’m pretty sure we’re all on the same page after the past couple days.”

“Their willingness to move to open hostilities is worrisome,” Archmage Hargrave acknowledged. “Even I know that the incident at Chester’s compound is getting far too much scrutiny. Especially after the vampire massacres. I’m not sure that GAR is even bothering to try and cover it up.”

“The DAI inherited BSE’s job, basically,” Lucy said, digging a book out of the bag for Alex, since he was sure to be fairly bored by the proceedings. “And they don’t have the expertise for it. Or the interest, probably. Isn’t the new policy that they don’t actually care about secrecy anymore?”

“It’s not clear what the new policy is,” Glenda said, watching as Lucy settled Alex on her lap. “We still have some people over in Faerie who talk to us, but the inner circle of Archmages are keeping their mouths shut.”

“Announcing Archmage Taisen, Princess Felicity Blackblood, and Princess-Consort Magus Raymond Danforth,” the butler said, which didn’t surprise Callum since he’d sensed them arrive. What did surprise him was the amount of power swirling around Felicia, significantly more than the last time he’d seen her. She was also dressed in what could only be described as a tactical ballgown, an armored black dress that integrated both pistol and sword.

“There was never meant to be an inner circle of Archmages,” Taisen said, not at all ashamed about listening in on their conversation. “But that’s the nature of people. Even equals aren’t equal.”

There was another round of greetings as the new arrivals settled in, but aside from mild complaining nobody broached the serious topics. At least, not until the last guest arrived, only a few minutes after Taisen. Chester strode into the room looking grim, though not despondent, and for some reason smelling strongly of pine. Callum didn’t ask, and Chester didn’t explain.

“Let us begin, then,” Archmage Hargrave said, as honest-to-goodness maids came around to serve drinks and hors d’oeuvres. Alex immediately gravitated toward the bacon cream cheese things, but the Hargraves or their household were thoughtful enough to also
 provide some fruit slices which were slightly more healthy. Callum left wrangling his kid to Lucy and focused on the topic at hand.

“It seems to me that we need to disassemble what remains of GAR and remove Archmage Janry,” Callum said. “Perhaps in that order. I’m not even sure what GAR still does at this point—”

“Coordinates exchange between supernatural and mundane finances, settles grievances between parties, provides education and recordkeeping, recharge services for foci, a marketplace for fae items…” Taisen ticked off a list on his fingers. “Removing GAR is going to mean a lot of trouble for a lot of people. Not that I disagree with you, but it does run the risk of making more enemies.”

“The fae, at least, should not be a problem,” Felicia said, sending the glasses to ringing in resonant sympathy. “They will all have to come under my banner at some point, and it may be for the best if our craftsmanship is less easy to acquire. There are far too many things out there with hidden barbs.”

“The enclaves in the American Alliance aren’t going to like that,” Chester warned. “They prefer their independence.”

“I have no desire to dictate to people whose arrangements already work perfectly well,” Felicia said, waving it aside. “Serving under the banner of the blood of Oberon is an entirely different prospect as well, compared to dealing with the Greater or Lesser Courts.”

“If you can negotiate with them, that is their business, but the American Alliance won’t take kindly to any attempts to force
 our members to join,” Chester said, frowning at her. Felicia merely smiled and inclined her head.

“We’ve got a lot of Houses pulling out of Janry’s little alliance thanks to my portal worlds,” Callum said. “Do they really need GAR? I mean, GAR does stuff on Earth and most of the rest of the Houses are over on Faerie or the Deep Wilds now.”

“Need?” Hargrave frowned. “Perhaps not, but Earth has the sort of various sundries that even the Faerie types enjoy. The industry of billions of people produces things that magic just can’t match at the price. Without some
 connection people will find they’re missing many things they took for granted. As we found out when we were cut off ourselves.”

“So we set up a digital marketplace,” Lucy suggested. “We take all of GAR’s magical internet stuff, and model ourselves off of the mundane ones. Get some fae or shifters to deliver things or just send it through regular post.” That suggestion got some very considering looks, but Chester refused to be distracted.

“We may debate the specifics, but we need to take our pound of flesh,” Chester said, almost with a growl. “These people are unafraid of any consequence but death.”

“Have to agree with that,” Callum sighed, glancing over to see that Alex was still focused on his book rather than the conversation. “I’d rather target the right
 people, though when it comes to GAR it’s hard to figure out who’s responsible for what.”

“For once I don’t think we’ll need The Ghost’s assassination abilities,” Taisen said. “If we’re going in and clearing out GAR completely, then it’s going to be a full military exercise. Your ability to bypass wards and retrieve items will be far more valuable. Besides, this isn’t just your fight.”

“That was the sort of logic that ended up with the Night Lands debacle,” Callum said, not really arguing, just grumbling. “Are we prepared for their response?”

“As we can be,” Hargrave said. “This isn’t something that can go unanswered. They’re daring us to curb our response for fear of escalation. But nothing is stopping them from taking those steps anyway, save for the consequences.”

Callum rubbed his temples. That was why he hadn’t wanted to get into the political angles, but wherever there was power, that was bound to happen. Even if he wasn’t interested in politics, politics was interested in him and he had to engage if he wanted to have any say in what was happening.

“So what are
 we going to do, if this whole alliance is going to be involved?”

Lucy and Gayle went off with Alex to keep themselves occupied while everyone else spent the next few hours discussing tactics and strategy. Even some of the other Hargraves and Chester’s shifters drifted in and out, since most of them had little to contribute. Callum was fed up with it early on but he stuck it out from sheer force of obligation.

The surprise, at least to him, was that Wizzy volunteered to go along. So far as Callum understood it, Wizzy tended to stay out of these things. He might be willing to defend his own area, but he didn’t get involved in other people’s business. Unlike Callum, GAR seemed perfectly willing to let him be.

“One is not committing to the assault,” Wizzy cautioned them. “But there must be an observer to attest to truth of the conflict. Whatever that truth may be.”

There was no need to stall in their attack on GAR, but it wasn’t just Callum this time and people needed time to get ready. That left several dead hours for Callum and Lucy to address the reason they’d brought Alex along in the first place: magic testing. Callum was pretty certain he knew what Alex’s aspect was considering some of the things he’d caught his son doing, but he didn’t say anything in case he prejudiced the tests.

Fortunately it wasn’t something as awful as the big box that Callum had been stuck in. It was instead a person-sized metal cylinder, heavy with enchantments, that Alex only had to walk into and put his hands on the handles. It was far gentler and lower-powered than what GAR had put Callum through, and it didn’t seem to bother Alex at all.

“Feels all bubbly,” Alex commented, tugging on the handles while the complex enchantments worked. It was looking for some sort of manifestation, because there was no a priori way of determining a mage’s aspect. Callum wouldn’t have been surprised if a number of mages had slipped through the cracks just because their aspect was something nobody had seen before, but without practice and knowledge they wouldn’t have been able to accomplish much.

“Just tell me if there’s a problem, kiddo,” Callum said from outside the cylinder.

“It’s okay, dad,” Alex said cheerfully, bouncing on the balls of his feet as he watched the wards light up around him. To Callum’s view there was just a lot of vis boiling out at random, not really forming any structure for more than a fraction of a second.

“Huh,” Glenda said, squinting at the runes. “That’s odd.”

“What’s odd?” Callum asked, or maybe even snapped. Those weren’t words he wanted to hear when it came to his son.

“Well, he tripped the wards for gravity fully, but there was also
 some draw on light, metal, and fire. Just a touch. And some of the supplementary ward structures snapped.” Glenda tapped her lips with a forefinger, then shut the appraisal box down. “Very well, we’re done, Alex.”

“Aww,” Alex said, but let go of the handles and backed out of the cylinder.

“So what does all that mean?” Callum asked, reaching down to take Alex’s hand. “Sounds like maybe an aspect you aren’t testing for?”

“That would be my guess,” Glenda agreed. “I’ve never seen it before but, no offense meant, most mages come from very established lines. Your pedigree is not exactly known.”

“Hey, mine is,” Lucy said, but she didn’t seem too upset. “But yeah, Callum here’s a bit of a weirdo,” she continued affectionately, putting her arm around him.

“Dad’s a weirdo,” Alex confirmed. Callum snorted and ruffled Alex’s hair.

“Okay,” Callum said, some of his irritation fading. “That’s not as bad as it could have been, but…” He trailed off, contemplating the issue. It wasn’t a great thing, because even if Alex ended up being able to do things no other mage could, he wouldn’t have the benefit of hundreds of years of magical resources. Of course, neither had Callum, but he was hoping for something better for his son.

On the other hand, there was no guarantee that they’d ever manage to isolate what that aspect was. At least Alex had gravity as a fairly normal aspect, and even someone who was a master of it that they could consult for help. There was no way that Callum was going to suggest the internal method for his son though, not with an unknown aspect.

Unless there was some way to split the methods by aspect.

“We’ll figure it out,” Lucy said, interrupting his thoughts. “It’s good to know, and we’ll get him started on the early stuff now.”

“Yeah,” Callum said. “Hear that, kiddo? You’re going to learn how to do magic stuff.”

“Like daddy?” Alex asked, eyes wide.

“Yeah, like daddy,” Callum confirmed.

***

“Not an unqualified
 success, but I’d still call it a victory,” Director O’Keefe reported. “Over half the shifters we surveilled were gone, and most of the remainder have fortified themselves one way or another. I can’t confirm
 that Alpha Chester is dead, especially since Archmage Taisen took control of the battle site, but all signs are that he is neutralized for the time being.”

“Without a body we have to assume he’s not dead,” Janry said. “If you’d actually managed to bury him under a hundred feet of dirt that would do it even for someone of his power, but he’s aligned with a spatial mage. He made it out. Not that killing Chester was the primary goal anyway.” Janry tapped the tip of his forefinger on his desk, regarding O’Keefe.

While taking Alpha Chester out of play was certainly worthwhile, even with the losses they’d incurred, the fact that all the mundanes had disappeared made it less useful. The primary purpose had been casting Alpha Chester as a villain and an outlaw, setting him against the mundane government. All the evidence being buried in a mysterious sinkhole confused matters, and it was harder to portray Chester as a scoundrel when there was nobody to testify about how bad Chester was.

The fae contribution to the attacks had run into some other kind of trouble, though nobody knew exactly what. Janry had wanted them to install themselves in some of the mundane cities inside Chester’s former territory, to offset the enclaves that were already in North America, but they hadn’t shown. He hadn’t gotten a reply from them yet, but for all he knew they were going to pretend it had never happened. There was a fae power struggle involved and even people who had lived in Faerie for centuries didn’t understand all the rules for those.

“Right, might as well strike while the iron is hot. Redirect all the personnel you can spare to the mundane conversion. The early signs were quite favorable, I think we just need to put more effort into it.” The mundanes had a lot of bizarre top-heavy organization, but Janry was confident that turning it all to his own purposes wouldn’t be too difficult. There were just so many of them that it stretched GAR resources to keep control of the byzantine processes of their governments.

So far they’d avoided going after actual presidents or kings or whatever they styled themselves, and that was sadly partly due to the lack of vampires. Fae had to play by certain rules to target someone so important, and so far there hadn’t been an opportunity to do so.

“Yes, sir,” O’Keefe said. “If I may ask, is there any progress with the Guild of Enchanting? We’re starting to run low on scry-comms and there are some offices where the lights are no longer working. We’ve moved some enchantments from the old Acquisition offices, but people are starting to notice.”

“We’re having to deal under the table with some of the Houses that have declared neutrality,” Janry admitted unhappily. “I’ll put you in touch with my nephew; he’s been handling that of late.” That particular coup on the part of the Earth alliance was an ongoing thorn in Janry’s side, but there was nothing he could do about it at the moment. Once they’d broken the Earth alliance though, there were going to be changes. There were enough people from his House in the Guild that he could probably replace Rossi and lose nothing of value, but for the moment he had to play nice.

“Yes, sir,” O’Keefe repeated, and Janry dismissed him. Alone in his office, Janry stood and paced, looking out his window onto the courtyard of House Janry. When he’d started the push to finalize the Archmage Council’s control of Earth, and thus his, he had not anticipated so much resistance. The mundanes had little they could do, of course, but the resistance from the other Houses and the fae over on Earth had been surprising.

It was exactly the reason the Houses made sure that no new mage could divorce themselves from the House system. Any free mage could be a threat, as Wells demonstrated, and it was clear that even allowing independent Houses wasn’t sufficient for keeping proper order. Given how many Houses were willing to go neutral, many people even in Faerie had lost their understanding of the way the world worked.

The offense had worked, so it was best to continue. Before the crisis with Wells he had been used to subtle dealings, but now he thought that blunt action would be a better policy. If people had no will to oppose him, he could open the door to his people and their fae allies to take what they could.




Chapter 13 – GAR

Taisen’s Antarctic base reminded Callum of a hotel more than a secret base. The corridors were large, the rooms well-furnished, and it was all heated and ventilated well enough that it was impossible to tell it was an enclosed building a mile beneath the ice. There were gyms and a well-catered cafeteria and, most importantly for the matter at hand, an operations room where Callum and Lucy could work.

“You know, on a personal note, I’m glad for the babysitting,” Lucy said, as they made sure they were ready. Callum nodded agreement, glad of having a venue where Alex could interact with other mage children from House Taisen and House Hargrave. He wasn’t entire a fan of the House’s general attitude toward normal folks, but now that Alex was starting the magic exercises for children, he needed exposure to other mages.

“There are two primary targets, GAR US and GAR Paris,” Taisen said over the scry-comm, the briefing less for the people who were doing the assault as for the assorted support personnel back at the base. “The US Branches are all next to each other so they’re basically one target. Paris has more fae support, so be double-warded, though Princess Blackblood should negate most of that. Any questions?”

Callum had none. There were all the little GAR offices, but they were minor, as was GAR China near Chengde, now that House Fane was gone. In fact, most of the minor offices were staffed through the central offices, with no means for being independent, so they should be easy enough to clean up later on.

Lucy had her laptop sending drone feeds to various monitors in the operations room, and while Taisen wasn’t present, he had an attaché to represent House Taisen in case that was necessary. Callum was coordinating with everyone else through scry-comm, and his role was actually relatively minor. Important, but minor.

“Good,” Taisen said, when no questions came. “Sound off.”

“Gold squad, standing by,” someone from House Hargrave reported over the comms.

“Black squad, standing by,” House Taisen said.


“Red leader, standing by,”
 Lucy muttered under her breath, but kept her microphone off. Callum chuckled and activated the scry-comm.

“Gatecrasher, standing by,” he said.

“Ready for you to kick down the doors,” Alpha Chester said.

“Roger that,” he said, and turned to Lucy. “You get to start.”

“I’ve never had the opportunity to crash a whole service like this,” Lucy said cheerfully, and poked at her laptop. The back door to the GAR intranet was still in place, despite the fact that GAR clearly knew it was compromised. Callum wasn’t sure whether it was just that they didn’t have the expertise to isolate it, or didn’t think Lucy could do more than pull down email conversations.

Either way, Lucy was ready to take down the entire intranet, which meant it would also disable all the supernatural-oriented phones, laptops, and all the internal communication GAR relied on. Scry-comms weren’t vulnerable to that, but within GAR only DAI tended to use them since they couldn’t be networked like phones and were more expensive anyway.

“And down,” Lucy said, rapping a finger on her laptop for emphasis.

“Then here we go,” Callum said, and focused on his drones. GAR had adopted newer model warding, and even though the Guild of Enchanting was being relatively stingy with its sales, they still had protection that would give Callum issues if he was trying to be subtle. In this case, he didn’t have to be subtle at all, so he simply spun up a pair of small anti-mana portals and aimed them at the wards.

He'd noticed before that anti-mana had absolutely shredded through the wards on his own house, even if it hadn’t hit the actual enchantment. When it came to the heavier, more thorough wards and glamours that covered the GAR buildings, the effect was even more severe. It seemed nobody had built them with anti-mana in mind.

The wards fizzled, hissing around the foot-wide portals as they tried to compete against the anti-mana tearing them apart, and failed as the collapse propagated along the entire ward field. The building defenses fell in quick succession, first the ones in Paris, which were less robust, and then the ones surrounding the GAR America buildings. Faint sounds of audible alarms going off came through his drone microphones, and Callum toggled the scry-comm again.

“Gates are down, opening the door.” He still felt a little silly, using code-speak, even if it was fairly obvious code-speak, but Lucy sure got a kick out of it. He reached out and opened portals for the strike teams; four pair in all. Taisen and Felicia’s forces went to Paris, while Hargrave and Chester’s to the US branch.

There was a huge difference between the way that Callum did things and the way an actual military force of mages did things. Every single one of them was in flight, and the people up front were armed with shield-breakers. He caught some snippets of the archmages announcing their respective Houses, and then things turned chaotic.

Without opposing archmages, there really wasn’t any chance of the employees of GAR resisting the military might of the people involved. Taisen and Hargrave weren’t actually trying to kill
 anyone though, which made the process messier than simply flattening everything. The addition of extra enemy forces would have made it worse, so one of Callum’s first jobs was to disable the teleporters.

With the wards down, Callum yanked all the paired teleport cores out of their slots — some in storage in the switchboard room, others in permanent installations where they connected to individual Houses. He swept them all out into one of Taisen’s storage rooms for later return to House Duvall, or whoever actually owned them. While they were disassembling GAR, it was worthwhile to remember that GAR itself was mostly composed of people and properties from various Houses and enclaves and it would salve some wounds if things were properly returned.


Some
 things. It would be stupid or outright suicidal to rearm to their enemies, and mages played by an older set of rules anyway. The DAI would be lucky if Chester conceded even a single piece of paper. Not that Callum blamed him; the DAI had attacked his home on multiple fronts, and that made it personal.

Despite Callum’s practice with multitasking, too much was going on for him to be able to parse everything that happened as four forces stormed two locations simultaneously. He caught glimpses of Taisen and Hargrave using their force magic to section off hallways and block in offices, though that level of condensed vis also made it impossible for him to send his threads through.

A sharp report, like some kind of explosion, came through one of the drone pickups, but he had to assume that the combatants had things under control. Remote as he was, his major concern was tripping any more negative-healing traps, carefully and cautiously jumping his bad pennies around and prodding places with vis. Most of what he accomplished was stealing into storage and record rooms and sweeping them out to the prepared storage rooms. It was an almost nostalgic sort of feeling, from the times when he was looting vampire nests, though on a far larger scale.

There were basements chock full of papers. Bins and cabinets and drawers, all of which Callum scooped up and dropped off in the pseudo-warehouse below the operations room. One sub-basement in GAR Paris had a bunch of fae magic strung throughout it, but it didn’t seem to impair Callum’s salvage operations. Possibly thanks to the cloak, but more likely because of all the fighting going on.

While he was emptying out the armory, someone blew a hole in the wall with a summoned chunk of stone and disrupted his teleportation framework. At GAR Paris, fire alarms had started to sound, both in the building and out in the streets. The problem was, Callum couldn’t tell what bit of vis belonged to what party, or even which mage bubbles were aligned with what force.

“I’m really no use in a straight up fight,” Callum muttered to Lucy, teleporting a whole rack of enchanted rifles of some sort from GAR US to Taisen’s warehouse. While his perceptions could do a lot, and his remote method of operation made him practically untouchable, it also made him completely useless for pitched battles. Even if he could interfere with the fighting going on, there was no telling whether he’d be targeting enemy or ally.

“Hey, we play to our strengths,” Lucy said. “Can you put all the server stuff over in our warehouse? I might be able to set most of it back up so all those phones and stuff all the civilians have aren’t useless. The enchanting dongle should still work, I’m pretty sure.”

“On it,” Callum said. He teleported his drone down to the basement where Lucy used to work, and started grabbing all the tangle of server hardware and the connections to the enchanted ward-like tray that it used for validation. It was all so modern that he had to wonder who had been involved aside from Lucy.

Teleporting the computers took longer than almost everything else, simply because he had to deal with all the cable connections. While he did have the juice to sever the connections in an emergency, it was still so difficult that taking the extra few seconds to wrap the teleportation framework was worth it. It was fortunate that Lucy had reminded him when she did, because between the first batch of servers and the second the basement floor bucked and crushed half the remaining equipment like a hydraulic press.

“Holy crap,” Callum said, hastily grabbing the intact server hardware before something else happened. “It’s a real warzone over there.” The GAR US forces seemed to be playing quite a bit rougher than GAR Paris, but neither of them had much regard for infrastructure and Callum winced at the damage they were doing to some fine old architecture in both places. Neither building was built to take the damage that mages could dish out even when they were being careful — and nobody was being particularly careful.

The damage to people was somewhat less severe. Most of the people had surrendered, it seemed, since most of them were just office workers. Even if every mage spent some time out in the portal worlds and supposedly knew how to craft offensive spells, nobody who’d spent the past several decades pushing papers and eating doughnuts was going to be in practice.

There were some holdouts, which was where all the destruction was coming from. A single fire mage holding an incendiary shield in GAR Paris overwhelmed the poorly-maintained sprinkler system and the flames bit deep into the old, dry wood. In a sense it wasn’t much of a loss, since the plan was to demolish the buildings before emergency services arrived, but Callum still cringed at the rapidly-spreading building fire.

Over at GAR US, the same earth magic that had collapsed the basement had cracked pipes, shattered windows, and generally rendered the three-building campus unfit for habitation. Light fixtures dangled from the ceilings and as Callum went through to salvage what equipment he could, it was inevitable that somewhere the electricity would short.

“Why is everything on fire?” He asked rhetorically. Several of the drone feeds showed smoke rising from the buildings, which – in addition to the general sounds of combat – was sure to attract the attention of local authorities. One of the downsides of Callum’s puncturing of the wards and glamour was that nothing was actually hidden from the populace at large, but he doubted the enchantments would have survived what was going on anyway.

He kept looting everything he could even as he talked, and Taisen’s warehouse was rapidly filling up, to the point where Callum was going to have to start dumping things in one of his backup caves. It was easy to underestimate how much stuff
 was inside office buildings, especially ones with basements. Though it didn’t help the situation that Callum was taking literally everything that wasn’t nailed down. Even the chairs, the pictures on the walls, the coffeemakers and water coolers.

“Every magic fight I’ve ever seen ends up with something on fire,” Lucy said, and he wasn’t sure she was entirely joking.

“Right, well, they’d better hurry things up or they’re going to have to explain that to the police and fire departments,” Callum said, hearing the wail of sirens in the background from GAR Paris. GAR US was outside the city enough that there might not be an immediate response, but the explosions and earthquake would probably draw military attention. At worst it might seem like someone had detonated a nuclear device, since to Callum’s hazy knowledge those were tracked more with seismic data than anything else. Either way, hopefully the collateral damage was kept to a minimum.

In a way, the open nature of the destruction was deliberate. The attack wasn’t just to dismantle GAR entirely and destroy the infrastructure that the Archmage Council was using to influence Earth, though that would have been enough for Callum. It was a statement that Chester and the Earth-side Houses weren’t going to let secrecy cripple them.

“Medical evacuation, entry one,” came Chester’s voice over the scry-comm. He flipped his attention back to a bad penny left by the front door of GAR US and opened a portal to the hospital room with Gayle.

“Got it,” and opened a portal. He could barely track the shifter blurring in and out of his perceptions, but they threw someone through into the waiting area and the healers got to work. It wasn’t the first medical evac, but there hadn’t been many of them, and as things wrapped up they seemed less and less likely.

He took another sweep through to try and make sure he’d gotten everything. There was a lot of enchantment material built into the walls and floors and ceilings, but he couldn’t extract that. There were also fewer hidden vaults or safes than Callum had expected, though there was plenty of weaponry and currency in the normal storage rooms. Also a lot of bottles of pills and packets of powders that made Callum wonder about drugs. It seemed entirely too banal for mages, but they were still human. Nothing made it impossible for them to be indulging themselves.

Whatever it was, it went into the warehouses with everything else. When he was satisfied there was nothing else he could take, at least not without cutting things apart, he tapped the scry-comm to report.

“Bag is full,” he said, referencing the list of code phrases he’d been given. Callum felt it was overwrought, but there was a reason that a military operation didn’t abide casual chatter on open comms.

“Roger that,” Taisen’s voice came. “Prepare for exit. We’re almost done here.”

***

Alpha Chester was enjoying the chance to rip his way through GAR. He hadn’t ever liked the organization, and its banal bureaucratic tyranny had only grown over time. In fact, he’d left for the United States simply to get away from the overly officious oversight – as Lisa had put it – of Paris. Of course, then GAR US had introduced the Department of Arcane Investigation and the Bureau of Secret Enforcement, and things had been just as bad as before.

It was no secret that most mages thought of shifters as a half-step above mundanes. Unfortunately – compared to mages – most shifters really weren’t much different, as enhanced strength or speed or senses was nothing like the ability to move rock or shape metal at will. On the other hand, a sufficiently powerful shifter up close rendered all those fancy tricks completely useless. Chester was pretty sure he could shred even an archmage’s vis, if he ever had need to and a clear line of attack.

He smashed through the doors at the DAI offices only a few seconds after going through Wells’ portals, his claws out. While Wells himself was concerned about making sure that every target deserved everything that was coming to them, Chester knew that the DAI as a whole was a rotten edifice. Everyone there was involved in the attack on his home and his family, and that was something he would not abide.

The rest of the fighters he brought headed for the upper offices, while Chester went right for the Director’s door. O’Keefe was a new installation, but thoroughly a creature of the enemy. The wood shattered to splinters as he burst through, not bothering to open it.

It would have been embarrassing if O’Keefe weren’t
 in, but they’d ensured that most of the targets were there before the assault began. Not that it was unusual, since GAR was effectively the enemy headquarters, though it was a strange war indeed when there was no territory to take and no redoubts to defend. And yet there were certainly enemy combatants to remove.

O’Keefe’s shield activated, a latticework of ice and swirling water, and to his credit he didn’t hesitate before trying to drown Chester in a summoned wave of water. Ice and water mages were hilariously deadly, if for no other reason than everything needed to breathe, but Chester knew how to fight mages. The floor splintered underfoot as he launched himself up and to the side, his claws digging into the walls and ceiling as his feet punched through drywall and found a beam.

It creaked and groaned but a flex of Chester’s own magic let him use it as a springboard to pounce on O’Keefe from above, his claws shredding the man’s shield. Shards of ice went flying even as they evaporated back into raw mana, and water bubbled as the power that held it in reality was sheared apart. O’Keefe’s wide eyes stared at Chester just before claws wrapped around his throat.

There was nothing Chester would have liked more than to tell O’Keefe exactly why Chester was there, and exactly why he was going to die. But mages were too dangerous; even with Chester’s claws on him the man could still wield magic. Or he might have a homebond, or some terrible fae artifact, or just a silverite knife somewhere close at hand.

Chester just closed his hand, ordinary flesh and blood offering no resistance to shifter strength, and ignored the arterial spurt from O’Keefe’s severed throat. The corpse dropped to the floor and Chester felt the vis start to fade. Chester took a moment to sort through the impressions he got from the pack bonds, prodding his people to shift their attention to those who had
 encountered someone with silverite, or were above their ability to deal with.

Chester never would have dared to assault GAR on his own. Despite his own personal power, and that of his Wolfpack, Archmage Hargrave was the only reason the mages at GAR hadn’t just buried them. With him tying up the actual combat assets, everyone left was a bureaucratic paper-pusher and easy prey. They fought, if poorly, but considering that the shifters weren’t taking prisoners, that was only to be expected.

A metal whip swept through the wall as if it weren’t there, and Chester bent over backward to duck out of the way. The steel flicked upward through the ceiling, not even aimed at him, and the room groaned as it started to collapse. He bounded out, following the whip, while distantly the roar of flames and the rumble of earth came from where Hargrave’s people were fighting. There wasn’t going to be much left of the buildings by the time it was over.

The metal mage was not one of Hargrave’s, fortunately. Less fortunately, the metal had been too much for Candace to handle, and she was barely hanging onto life, her body looking like she’d stumbled into a blender. Chester lunged for the mage, calling on his magic to harden his flesh as the metal whip snapped his way and grabbing it the moment it tried to slash against his face.

The mage tried to dissolve and reform it, but she was stuck at human speed. In Chester’s accelerated frame, there was more than enough time for him to dig his claws into the floor and pounce through the wire shield the mage had. Metal strands snapped before he tore her face off. It wasn’t as satisfying as dealing with O’Keefe though, partly because of the shape Candace was in. He scooped her up and blurred back out of the building.

“Medical evacuation, entry one,” he said, tapping the scry-comm.

“Got it,” came Wells’ voice, and a portal snapped open in front of Chester a moment later. Gayle was on the other side, along with some of his shifters with medical training, and he handed Candace over before rushing back in. In real combat, every second counted, and he didn’t want to have to bring anyone else to the healers. Or have it be too late.

***

Felicia strode forward, Ray at her side and guards ahead and behind her. They were starting to really settle into their roles; the black suits, sunglasses, and arcanopistols finally becoming part of them. Sadly, that excluded cold iron ammunition, but that was in short supply anyway.

GAR Paris was almost its own little enclave, with fae magic sunk into the bones of the place from how long people had been living and working there. Even if she could overwhelm it with her own gathered legitimacy, it was a reminder of how she needed to take the existing enclaves for herself — else she would never have the power she needed to overwhelm any real holdouts. Taking control of the fae at GAR would be a good step, at least.

She flexed her will over the domain she felt at the front door, even as Taisen led his people inside. The magic collapsed with a snap into a small pixie-like fae, her wings buzzing as she reeled backward. Felicia’s hand snapped out and wrapped around the pixie before she could recover.

“Intinkity Belle, I am Princess Felicity Blackblood,” she said, and the pixie froze. “Will you swear to serve me, or do you prefer to die?” Intinkity gave a desultory struggle, wings useless in Felicia’s grasp, and then hung her tiny head.

“I swear to serve, Princess Felicity. Mind, heart, and breath.”

“Excellent choice.” Despite the pixie’s small size, she had plenty of power, centered around controlling who could enter a place — or who could leave. Since Felicia needed to defend borders, both between Faerie and Earth and between fae and mundanes, Intinkity would be a good start. Not that Felicia trusted her just yet, but dealing with higher stakes would be good for Intinkity’s story. Which was, in the end, the only thing most fae cared about.

She dipped her fingers into the Gate of Water wound about her wrist, pulling it open far enough to send Intinkity through. Then she nodded at Ray, and he gestured them onward. Rumbles and thumps came from up ahead as Taisen’s mages started to fight and take prisoners, and Felicia hummed a soothing tune. Her voice spread out ahead of them, undermining hostility and thoughts of resistance.

Of course, that wasn’t enough to stop all
 fighting, or even most. While Taisen focused on the upper levels, Felicia’s team went downward into the basements and sub-basements that took advantage of Paris’ extensive catacombs. Those places were more enticing to many types of fae, especially the insidious and secretive. Exactly the sort Felicia wanted.

A dark shadow whipped up the stairwell toward them and Ray reacted with a projected wall of frozen air, stopping the attack cold. Felicia’s guards took aim, enough power behind them that even regular bullets could pop the already-weakened spell. The report of arcanopistols firing filled the stairwell, and they continued on.

The first basement was pitch-black. Ray conjured a light, but it failed to penetrate beyond the abandoned desk at the entrance. Felicia frowned, reaching out a hand to Ray’s light, and brought it to just in front of her face. She whispered to it softly, and it brightened, going from a warm yellow glow to the brilliant green of foxfire.

“Try now,” she suggested to Ray, and he cast the foxfire out, splitting into a number of different, smaller points of light that scattered themselves throughout the basement. The green flames revealed rows of boxes and cabinets, but they also showed dozens of small, implike fae that would have been otherwise invisible. They clung to the shelving and ceiling fixtures, baring sharp teeth as Ray’s light revealed them.

“Fire at will,” she said calmly. “These are just pests.” The master of the domain was deeper, and they didn’t have too much time to waste. Vibrations from spells being flung on the floors above them set the fixtures to rattling, and somewhere in the basement books fell off their shelves. They advanced to the popping of arcanopistols and Ray’s gusts of wind.

“Here, I think,” Ray said, once they’d gotten partway through the expansive basement. Two of Felicia’s guard had knives out rather than guns, dealing with the little imps that tried to throw themselves past the outer ring. While they couldn’t physically hurt
 her, allowing any of them to reach her would undermine her dignity, which was far worse a wound than anything done to flesh and blood. A princess, even at war, had to meet certain standards.

There was nothing visually different about the spot Ray had located, but Felicia could feel it too, something subtly different. Fae magic and mage wards reinforced each other to hide something in ways that a single type of concealment alone would not. She gave it an experimental tug with her own authority, but it failed to yield.

“Be opened.
 ” Her voice rang out and a doorway in the ground opened up, revealing a long spiral stairway cut into the stone. The remainders of the concealment spell she’d broken fizzed away into the atmosphere, and a hollow, sepulchral voice echoed from below.

“Go. Away.”

Felicia almost laughed. There was force behind the words, a cheap approximation of what her bloodline granted. Not that she was offended; imitation was the sincerest form of flattery, and every
 fae dreamed of being as powerful as Oberon.

“Do not try that on me,” she said scornfully. “I am Princess Felicity Blackblood, Daughter of King Oberon and Queen Mab, and I command you to come forth
 .” Her own magic turned his attempts back on him, amplifying her command rather than nullifying it, and she could feel the flinch as a hunched, wrinkled gnome was dragged up the stairs.

While he wasn’t physically impressive, that clearly wasn’t the point. The man was a burgeoning faerie prince, with his demesne spreading out into the catacombs below GAR Paris. Felicia could feel fae artifacts stowed somewhere below, where the gnome controlled a much larger volume than just the GAR basements.

“I’m sure you can hear the combat above, Balobob,” Felicia said. Lucy’s list of the fae in GAR employ had come in handy. The lesser ones, she could retrieve after they had surrendered to Taisen, but she needed to convert the most valuable ones herself. “GAR is being removed, and the building itself is going to be destroyed. However, there is no need for that to be the end, for I have need of one such as you.”

Balobob grunted. He was a sour-faced thing, but he recognized that he was in the presence of royalty, for he bowed with a grace that belied his short and lumpen stature. Felicia marked him as quite a bit more intelligent than most of the fae in GAR service.

“Begging your pardon, your Highness, but do you think that is not premature? The Guild of Arcane Regulation has mages and backing of its own. It seems rather precipitate to write it off already.” His voice was still deep, but less eerie without any power behind it.

“The Ghost has ensured there will be no reinforcements, and there are Archmages leading the attack. It is only a desire to spare lives that has let them withstand the assault for so long.”

“Ah.” The Ghost’s name, at least, hit him hard, and Felicia felt that contribution to her authority stir, even if she knew The Ghost himself wasn’t at all sensitive to it. Should he ever oppose her actions, she would be in dire straits. It was generally not the way of fae to make themselves so vulnerable, but Felicia’s time among the humans had taught her the vulnerability in being a lone power. It had value too, but she was seeking to be a different kind of fae altogether.

Felicia gave him a little bit of time to think, but not too
 long. Not only were they time-limited by Taisen’s attacks, but it was neither right nor meet for a monarch to wait on her subject. The ground shook again, but this time there was no sound of anything toppling from shelves since everything was gone. Felicia hadn’t even noticed the Ghost’s magic coming in behind them, which only demonstrated how terrifyingly effective the man was. It also gave her authority a boost, just a touch of one, the mantle around her growing slightly more powerful, and Balobob sighed.

“Very well, Your Majesty. I swear myself to your service,” he said, kneeling. “My hearth and my home is at your command.” Felicia felt the domain that the gnome had built down in the catacombs merge into her mantle, a deep expanse of rock and bone.

It couldn’t stay. Not only was the GAR building going away, but there was certain to be a lot of mundane attention. Then, of course, was the fact that Felicia had no desire to put down roots in Paris itself. Her kingdom spanned the whole globe, and she wanted to avoid squatting in the ruins of a failed organization. Moving the entire demesne was a challenge, but a monarch had responsibilities as surely as a subject did.

“Ray, could I get some water?” She spread her hands wide, closing her eyes as she felt out the magic tied into the rock.

“Absolutely,” he said, and she could feel the conjured water spin out in front of her, a rotating disk. She coxed the Gate of Water from her wrist again, tying it into Ray’s contribution, and began to whisper words of encouragement. Sometimes a light touch did more than a command.

The demesne began to resonate, gathering itself up and matching tones with the Gate of Water, the flooded depths of the catacombs swirling in anticipation. A ripple of laminar flow climbed the walls of the subterranean lair, the liquid like glass as it enclosed the entire twisted, expanded space of Balobob’s archival basement. Her voice started to echo through the water itself, carrying her power until it suffused the entire space.

“Be moved.
 ” She said, and with a wrench the catacombs vanished. At the same time, she felt the glade that she’d taken in the Ways stagger under the influx of so much real matter. Even with the suffusion of Balobob’s magic, it was more than the glade could comfortably handle. But it would have to, since she didn’t have a base on Earth just yet.

In fact, she might never have. While the Ways were not something people generally built in, it might be the most appropriate place for her. She would be everywhere and nowhere, able to touch all the borders. It certainly appealed to her gut. Another shudder rocked the basement, and Felicia turned away from the now-blank floor.

“Let’s get out of here before the whole thing caves in on us,” Ray said, and Felicia nodded.

“And if we’re lucky, we’ll find some new people to join us.”




Chapter 14 – Summit

“So it’s war, then.” Janry’s voice was as calm and measured as ever, but inwardly he was seething.

“Not necessarily,” Archmage Lobran said. Janry’s eyes flicked to him, not surprised that he disagreed. House Lobran had been one of the first to be swayed away from the plan by the Guild of Enchanting, but for some reason Lobran had kept showing up for any meetings that weren’t specifically for Janry’s inner circle.

“Outside of DAI personnel there were very few casualties, and most of the surrendered personnel have already been returned to their Houses,” Lobran continued, waving around at the gathered mages and archmages. “The damage to GAR is irreparable, yes, but it was not necessarily an attack on us
 .”

“An attack on GAR is
 an attack on us,” Janry said flatly. “The Guild of Arcane Regulation is the Archmage Council’s authority on Earth. It’s what ties the Houses together. Destroying it undermines the whole foundation of our relationships.”

“On Earth
 ,” Lobran pointed out. “The Houses have managed affairs well enough here in Faerie, where there aren’t mundanes to worry about.”

“Are you even in
 Faerie anymore?” Janry asked pointedly.

“House Lobran has deep roots,” was Archmage Lobran’s oblique reply, then he waved it away. “I know that House Lobran personnel returned with a request for a summit. House Hargrave, House Taisen and all those people want to have an actual meeting before this goes any further. Anyone else care to confirm it?” He looked around the room.

There were some reluctant mutters among some of the representatives for the cadet Houses. Janry sighed, not able to pretend that he hadn’t heard the same thing. Not every
 member of House Janry in GAR had been in DAI, and a number of them – along with all the duds that were employed in menial positions – had returned with the same message.

He looked around the room and found entirely too many people who looked like they preferred talking to fighting. He would have liked to ignore the message, but most people had no spine and would seize on any opportunity to avoid conflict. Trying to bull through at the moment might fracture the core he had left.

“I suppose there would be no harm in it,” he said grudgingly, but already he was considering how to turn it to his advantage. House Taisen was new, and House Hargrave was not known for their diplomatic prowess. The ancillary players were almost nonentities — the fae princess didn’t have any real backing or heritage, and he didn’t think Wells would show up himself. Even if he did, he might well be a millstone given his infamy.

“Under the circumstances I would suggest inviting House Duvall as well,” said Archmage Mayer. “It ought to put more pressure on the Earth Alliance.”

“Assuming she’s willing to come,” someone else muttered. “She sure doesn’t care about the conflict.”

“If we are
 going to deal in this waste of time, we need to ensure that we’re in control,” Janry said. “Should they have anything to say that is worth hearing, they can come here and say it to the majority of the supernatural community.”

“I don’t think they’ll like that,” Lobran said. “What’s wrong with a neutral location?”

“Can you name one?” Janry asked pointedly. “The Guild of Enchanting isn’t neutral, and neither are the dragons. Earth itself is in question, and most of our facilities have been disconnected from the teleportation network.” He ignored that the private links had already been returned to the Houses so they weren’t entirely
 cut off from their peers in the Deep Wilds.

“If one of the Lesser Courts promised a neutral ground, they’d be bound to uphold it,” Lobran replied.

“And how much are you willing to pay for that consideration?” Janry retorted. “More, who would be willing to stake their reputation on keeping order among archmages
 ?”

“We can keep our own order,” Lobran said cuttingly. “Unless you plan to start trouble.”

“I was thinking about Wells. He
 certainly would try something, and the fae would probably let him!” It was unfortunate that the man had managed to parley his wanton savagery into a reputation that the fae actually appreciated. Certainly it made the entire diplomatic process more difficult, since the fae paid far more attention to monsters than to civilized folk. Without Wells it was likely the Lesser Courts would just see the Earth Alliance as a vague morass.

“From what I’ve been hearing, the other Archmages are keeping him on a leash,” Lobran said with a shrug. “Unless you think Taisen and Hargrave can’t manage him between them, I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

Janry considered for a moment. He could
 demolish Lobran’s argument, but now that he’d time to think it over it was probably better to consolidate things diplomatically. Pushing someone from the other side into violating a guaranteed neutrality wouldn’t be that
 hard either, and might well pull back people to the proper side.

“Very well,” he said. “Set it up.”

***

“This seems like a horrible idea,” Callum said, looking away from the gorgeous view of his front yard to focus on the laptop. “There is a zero
 percent chance that it’s not a trap.”

“We’re the ones who suggested the summit,” Archmage Hargrave said with a touch of impatience. The rest of the gang was gathered at House Hargrave, mostly because that’s where all the injured were convalescing. Despite arriving with overwhelming force, there had still been casualties. So far as he knew there were only two actual deaths, one mage and one shifter, which was still more than anyone wanted.

There had been a lot
 more casualties on the other side, of course, but Callum couldn’t bring himself to care overmuch about those. He might not have personally moved against them but with all the nasty underhanded evil that GAR was involved in, it was hard to summon any sympathy. So long as it wasn’t supernaturals preying on mundanes, it really wasn’t his place to cast judgement anyway.

“Sure, and I get why, but Faerie
 ?” Callum asked, looking over to where Lucy was aiming a squirtgun at a laughing Alex. “That’s their home turf and there are all kinds of things they can pull! And I know there would be archmages meeting regardless, but letting them set the rules?”

“We won’t be letting them set the rules,” Felicia spoke up. “I
 will be setting the rules, and making sure that they are properly binding. In that sense it would actually be safer than holding it here on Earth.”

“Sure, but what about Chester and Shahey? Even if there’s some kind of feeder portal, that’s a major vulnerability. Like, all of us high muckity-mucks showing up in the same place? Why wouldn’t
 they just try and drop a nuke or whatever?”

“With all due respect,” Taisen said. “You’re very much overthinking it. Most people aren’t willing to commit wholesale massacre, especially not when they are themselves present. It won’t just be Janry’s crew; all the neutral archmages and the Guild of Enchanting are going to be there.”

“Mm.” Callum grunted, rubbing at the back of his neck. Taisen wasn’t entirely wrong, but Callum couldn’t help but worry that having everyone together in the same place might be too tempting for their enemies to pass up. Which might well be the exact reason that the proposed summit wouldn’t be on Earth. His reputation working against him. “I still don’t like it. There’s no way it’s just some discussion. What even is there to discuss?”

“Mostly to see whether it’s possible to wrap this up now, but I suspect they accepted because they’re hoping to discredit us,” Shahey said dryly. “Most of the archmages live in Faerie, and they don’t know anything about you or I save for what they’re told through channels. Like GAR, or the Guild of Enchanting. Most mages don’t interact with the mundane world at all. Considering what just happened, Janry is probably trying to bring the Houses back on his side. To push for open conflict.”

“We just absolutely destroyed GAR’s infrastructure and got rid of all of its records and most of its wealth. That’s not
 open conflict?” In a way, Callum was just arguing from sheer incredulity. He well knew that so long as there was no official
 declaration, any fight, any combat, any losses could be swept under the rug one way or another. Especially in a society so old and ossified as the mage Houses.

“We’re one step away,” Hargrave said, almost in confirmation. “Leaving the GAR buildings destroyed goes against my old instincts, but the mundane authorities are absolutely
 aware something is going on now. It’s going to be much harder for the other archmages to sneak around.”

“I don’t think they’re worried about that,” Callum said, and he wasn’t entirely certain that any amount of alertness would help the governments deal with magic. Normal bureaucracies moved just as slowly as magical ones, and certainly didn’t have the tools to deal with the supernatural. “But I guess no amount of complaining from me is going to change the venue.”

“You don’t have to go, I suppose,” Taisen said, but Felicia shook her head. The drone’s pickup was a full circle, given its multiple cameras, so he had a good view of the room, even if he needed to tile the feeds.

“I think he does,” Felicia disagreed. “The Ghost has been the lynchpin of this entire effort from the beginning. Freeing Earth from the depredations of the supernatural community. I know I can’t command you,” she said, looking directly at the drone sitting on Hargrave’s coffee table. “But I think we’d get the best results with your presence, so long as you fully invest in going. Come as The Ghost, the grim arbiter. People respond to strength. By yourself you could possibly force the point that Earth is independent from the supernatural sphere.”

“Ugh.” Callum sighed and rubbed his eyes. He really did not like the idea of attending some interminable, dangerous meeting of archmages and fae and trying to exert some kind of political pressure on people. Among other things, he was still quite convinced it was some kind of trap. Even if there wasn’t a direct attack, there’d be something
 , and he thought his allies were giving far too much credit to the opposition.

On the other hand, he wasn’t indifferent to the concept of a peaceful solution. He didn’t actually like
 killing people, and he was very aware that every death had the potential to spiral into a never-ending feud. That these weren’t obligate monsters anymore, like the vampires had been, but mages with families and Houses and backing. They were people, and that made things harder.

“There’s another thing,” Felicia said quietly, reaching out to hold Ray’s hand as she spoke. While Callum was used to her normal appearance, considering how he couldn’t see glamours, the drone’s feed also showed that she had dropped the human appearance and was back to the slightly fish-like form. Perhaps because she was now actually embracing her fae heritage. “You’re my largest backer. If you’re willing to publicly support me, that would give me far
 more power and latitude to enforce politeness and neutrality at the summit.”

“Those are a lot of good points,” Callum grumbled. He didn’t want to go. He really, really didn’t. But if he was going to actually put his money where his mouth was, or whatever aphorism was appropriate, he would have to put forth the effort and take actual risk by showing up himself.

“I don’t apologize,” Felicia said with a smile. “The longer this goes on, the less likely it is we can resolve it without wholesale slaughter.”

“Right, okay.” Callum said with a growl. “We’ll go to this diplomatic summit. But I’m going to be setting up some contingencies just in case.”

“I wouldn’t expect any less,” Felicia said, almost proudly. Taisen just shrugged.

“It’d be stupid not to,” he said. “We should have a plan for everything up to and including a full archmage brawl. I happen to agree that they’ll try something, though I don’t imagine it will be direct force.”

“I’m pretty sure that me showing up will throw them off no matter what,” Shahey said with a broad, toothy smile. “They still don’t know that you stabilized the portal. Hiding ourselves from people that came sniffing around was fairly simple afterward.”

“I hope the gym’s still open,” Callum said, a bit wistfully. “It was a good gym.”

“Oh sure,” Shahey said with a laugh. “I’ve got a suit that looks perfectly human.”

“There is one problem,” Hargrave mused. “You have no idea what the protocol is for such an event.”

“No, and I’m not expected to,” Callum pointed out. “I’ll come as I am, or rather, as The Ghost is.” Even as he said it he knew he’d regret it, but at the same time he was convinced he’d regret not going more. But he wasn’t going to be stupid about it.

As soon as he rang off, he started planning. Fortunately the Guild of Enchanting was doing more extraction on the private portal world Callum had supplied, and with a few calls – and parting with some of his hard-earned money – he had enough extra raw metal for his preparations. So far as Callum could tell, the new material was somewhere between copper and gold, with a low melting point and soft enough that he could do some cold working with his limited industrial tools. It also started to lose its mana suffusion rapidly if it stayed molten too long, but it was fine for 3D printing small things — which most of Callum’s enchantments were.

The first thing he did was set up a series of vacuum boxes, at different speeds. Given that he had a week to work with, it was easy enough to plug the calculations into the tools he found online to find different yields for a handful of steel ball bearings. Now that he had somewhere to dump anything that went beyond what he considered safe – which was to say, empty portal worlds – he felt more comfortable dealing with something that might have nuclear potential.

Those all got put into space, facing away from Earth just in case. If one broke containment it’d still cause issues somewhere and some time, but at least he wouldn’t accidentally start an orbital bombardment. Considering how rapidly enchantment materials degraded in space, even with the insulator he’d cribbed from the Mictlan portal area, that was a real concern.

Resolving to keep an eye on them, he turned to making a few more pairs of bad pennies. Although the scry-comms were useful, they lacked all the hundreds of features a proper modern voicechat had. If he was really going to some ridiculous summit with his allies, it’d be best if everyone
 had a bad penny and everyone carried full wiring as well as a way for him to bounce around between individuals regardless of where they were.

More than that, both Chester and Shahey would need to have a direct feed to their respective portal worlds, just in case. Even if the fae in charge of hosting the summit guaranteed mana access, it would be insane for any other supernatural to attend without a personal portal like that. Part of him was surprised that they didn’t already have personal feeder portals, since it wasn’t like he had invented them, but there were probably political implications. Between Duvall and GAR, mages would have made certain that other supernaturals didn’t have the ability to hop portal worlds.

“You’re sure working hard,” Lucy said, coming out to the machine shop with Alex and a couple glasses of lemonade. “Guess I don’t blame you though. High powered meetings aren’t really that fun, but, y’know, I wish I could go along.” She gave him a smile and he chuckled, leaning down to kiss her and put one hand on her swollen stomach.

“Yeah, I understand, but there’s no way that they’d let you leave. The fae track record with kids is not good.” He straightened up and shook his head, lifting his glass. “Besides, I’m going to have a hard enough time keeping myself safe. If you were there I wouldn’t be able to think straight at all.”

“What, ‘cause I’m so sexy?” Lucy asked with a grin posing with her hands behind her head. Callum laughed.

“That too,” he said, though he was quite serious. He didn’t trust anyone on the other side a single inch, and as much as he loved Lucy she didn’t have a mage shield or anything to protect her. Even he would need to lean on the archmages for protection, since the best he could do was teleport away. Which he would absolutely do, but it wouldn’t impress anyone.

“Y’know, the best thing to do is think of this as some kind of top level business meeting,” Callum mused, shutting down the scriber as Alex crawled up into his lap. “Hey kiddo, how’s your practice been going?”

“Great!” Alex beamed, and pulsed out a child-sized version of a mage bubble. “See? I can do the sphere thing!”

“Fantastic,” Callum said, smiling down at his son. “I can’t even do the sphere thing. You’re going to be a lot better at the whole magic thing than I am.”

“No way,” Alex said. “Dad’s the best!”

“Don’t know about that, kiddo,” Callum said. “But I try.”

When he eventually finished up the enchantments, he set up a second mini-nexus on the moon. It was absurd to consider that he could do something like that so casually, but it did show how far he’d come. There was also a trip out to an electronics store with Lucy to get the microphones and earpieces for the comms network. Which Callum trusted more than the magic version, anyway.

Then there was the trip to get clothing.

“Oh man, I really
 wish I could go,” Lucy said with a pout. “I mean, I guess I don’t exactly because this would be an issue,” she added, rubbing her swollen belly. “But how often do you get a chance to go to the fanciest party ever?”

“Fanciest and most dangerous,” Callum said, as they examined three-piece suits. “Pretty sure that it won’t be as fun as it could be. Besides, I need you to run overwatch just in case.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Lucy waved it away. “Go with the tan, it’ll contrast the cloak,” she advised. “Black’s boring anyway.”

“Yeah, that works for me,” Callum agreed, and waved a hand to flag down an employee. Spending thousands on a suit was an odd experience, but it wasn’t just for the summit. At some point he’d get Taisen’s people to reinforce it, both through materials and enchantments, because he was an actually important person now and he needed to dress the part. Eventually he might reach the same status as Wizzy, and command respect in jeans and a wifebeater, but he wasn’t there yet.

He suffered himself to be measured and poked and prodded, and paid the extra fee for the rush job. It wasn’t something that would take that much time, but Savile Row was very justly proud of their handicraft and charged a premium for everything. In fairness, there were an awful lot of very important people who used the Savile Row shops for their wardrobe so they genuinely were busy.

Much of his time leading up to the summit was spent discussing things with his allies. While he’d been a proponent of simply seizing the Deep Wilds portal and moving it ahead of time, everyone else thought it was worth making that a concrete point at the summit. Including Chester, who he thought would be the one most anxious to get the Deep Wilds portal somewhere safe, but even if Callum thought of Chester as the king of all shifters, he really wasn’t.

“I would appreciate it if you kept an eye on the portal, though,” Chester said privately, a few days before the summit, his face on the VoIP program on Callum’s laptop drawn and unhappy. “The problem is, I don’t actually know
 where it was originally. Somewhere in Africa, I believe, before it was brought up to Norway, but Africa is a big place.”

“It sure is,” Callum replied, glancing over at Lucy. “I’ll see if I can have Lucy find out where it was originally just in case, but given what happened with the dragon portal I’d rather not have to deal with that. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if they’ve already gone and sabotaged the original entry point by now.”

“And if we bring it up at the summit, they might get the idea to try and shut it down just like they did with the dragonlands one.” Chester told him, leaning back in his chair. Behind him was a window looking out onto the Deep Wilds, past a branch the size of a city block. “Another thing we need to discuss — I still have all those federal agents here. I could
 ask Felicia or another fae to erase their memories and send them home, but I think it would be better to read them in and try to get them on our side.”

“Mmm.” Callum felt odd being consulted about it, but he was the one who was championing treating normal people in a fair and equitable manner. “I mean, I am not a fan of holding people prisoner or
 brainwashing but under the circumstances it’s not like you can just send ‘em back.” He tapped his fingers against the desk, and looked at Lucy again.

“I dunno what you’re looking at me for,” Lucy laughed. “The whole mundane and supernatural thing is such a mess. I don’t think I can solve it.”

“Well, with everything going on I imagine holding onto them is the best you can do,” Callum sighed. “It can’t last too
 long. They’re probably going to be declared dead soon and then things will be even worse
 . I guess it depends on what happens at the summit. If we end up in a good position to start reconciling the supernatural groups…” He ended with a shrug. “I’m glad you’ve
 got a plan to deal with it, because I sure don’t.”

Chester laughed.

“Plan might be too strong a word, but someone has to do it. At this point it’d be stupid to think the various governments haven’t started to look in the proper directions. Or if not the governments, at least certain highly-placed individuals. The longer we delay, the harder it’s going to be to couch things the way we want.”

“Have fun with that,” Callum said dryly. “Though I guess I’m not completely out of it either. Since I still want to buy stuff from the real world.” The fact of the matter was that without Chester as a go-between, converting his supernatural payment to something actually useful was far more difficult.

“Consider how valuable your
 talents would be to the mundane world,” Chester pointed out. “You need to start thinking like I do. As a sovereign power. You have your own land, hard power, and you’re generally unassailable.”

“That is true enough,” Callum admitted, taking a mental step back to consider it. He didn’t really feel independent, since he still purchased so much from the real world, but countries imported goods all the time and he certainly didn’t use land anywhere on Earth. There were the few backup caves, but they weren’t even accessible from the outside.

He still considered himself an American citizen, despite his somewhat rocky relationship with the authorities there thanks to supernatural meddling, but he was certainly more than that. In a way what he’d been striving for the entire time was the kind of independence only a sovereign nation had. Now that he was capable of creating – or at least discovering – entirely new realities, it was probably time to embrace that.

“Might as well make it official,” he said after a moment, and glanced at Lucy. “Time to start styling ourselves as House Wells.”

“Woo!” Lucy cheered. “I’ve already got designs for our coat of arms. Wonder if it’s too late to embroider onto your suit. Pretty sure I still know how to do embroidery.”

“How long have you been waiting for that?” Callum asked with amusement.

“A while,” Lucy admitted. “I just wasn’t sure how much we counted, being just the three of us.”

“It’s a bit small,” Callum agreed, ignoring Chester’s amused smile. “But I guess everything starts that way.”

Even if there wasn’t much more Callum could do to prepare for the summit, it still didn’t seem enough time before the day was upon him. They all gathered at House Hargrave, and Callum and Taisen ran through the final checks of their earpieces and microphones. Even Shahey got a set, and of course everyone had a bad penny in their pocket. Chester and Shahey actually had two – for the feeder portal and the miniature nexus – and while the mana flow would be obvious to anyone, there wasn’t much he could do to hide it. Taisen and Callum had pinhole cameras, so Lucy could see what was going on, but none of the others had been interested in carrying such devices even if they were tied into the communications network.

Callum also had a packet of antacids, because this was far and away the most stressful thing he’d ever done. He was doing his best not to show it, drawing on experience from the few times he’d talked to a high-powered executive, but he certainly felt the strain. It took all his willpower not to fiddle with his suit or his cloak, the latter of which seemed to have gotten even more lustrous over the past few weeks.

Everyone else was dressed in similar finery, from Taisen’s black military formals with honest-to-goodness medals to Shahey’s oversized avatar equipped with gleaming plate. Even Wizzy was dressed up, in some extremely colorful Mesoamerican robe and a feathered headdress. If anything, Callum was underdressed, but he didn’t have centuries’ worth of history to don. The logo Lucy had come up with – a simplified portal torus, with a single stylized downward-pointing projectile, all picked out in silver thread – would have to do.

Felicia and Ray were the last to arrive, she in her battle dress and Ray in a suit bearing Felicia’s heraldry. It was still a winged cat, but it had shifted from facing away to facing forward. Callum’s cloak had changed to mimic it, which was an odd thing to see happen all on its own, but he’d accepted the fae artifact would just be weird that way.

“Everyone ready?” Hargrave asked, as the nominal senior of the group, though Callum was pretty sure Shahey was older and he knew Wizzy was. “Then if you would, Archmage Wells.”

“Certainly,” he said. While he wasn’t sure he really deserved the moniker just yet, there was hardly anyone who could contest it. Or rather, whatever technicalities there were behind becoming an archmage were irrelevant compared to what Callum could already do. Such as open portals into Faerie.

The host for the summit was the Court of Leaves, presided over by Prince Galivrick. Callum had been there once before while he was looking for Ray, so navigating a shielded drone back there had been simple enough, and he’d stashed it near the entrance at the enormous tree. Now he waved a hand, aware of the theatre as he created a ten-foot-wide portal in the Hargrave courtyard, positioning its opposite number at the end of the broad formal path that led into the tree. Hargrave formed a walkway through it at its widest point, the force construct shimmering, so they could walk abreast and not have to step over the edges of the circular portal.

Callum took his place in the middle of the procession, aware that on one hand, he had no real defenses, but on the other, that everyone else around him could collectively shrug off a nuclear strike. Which didn’t stop him from keeping a teleport framework tight around himself, ready to evacuate. Maybe he was overthinking it, but it seemed likely someone would take a shot at him.

For the first time Callum actually entered Faerie, and found it to be a strange experience. The trees of the Court of Leaves were huge, bigger than redwoods, and exuded the feeling of age. It was like he’d stepped into some primeval forest, with a scent that reminded him of the Appalachian mountains of his home, only more so. In fact, it was too
 intensely green and verdant, just barely crossing over some invisible line to become downright eerie.

He knew it wasn’t just a glamour, but he doubted it was entirely natural, for any given definition of the word. There was an absurd lot of magic bound up in all the trees and roots and leaves, not to mention things like flowers the size of oaks growing on either side of the path, their heads bowed and light dripping from their petals. The more he looked the weirder it seemed, like it was put together dreams and imagination rather than anything real, with all the exaggerations and overly sharp colors and sensation found only in the mind.

They descended from Hargrave’s force bridge to a pathway composed of what seemed to be densely interlaced flower petals, feeling like carpet underfoot. The fae themselves were strangely disappointing, being the absolute stereotype of an elf. Tall, pointed ears, looking like they believed themselves superior to God and all his angels. Callum disliked them on sight. Ahead of them, he could sense a lot of people and a lot of mage bubbles, many of them with the steely texture of archmages.

He surreptitiously teleported an antacid into his mouth and crunched on it.

Their group moved forward, ignoring the stares of all the elf-styled fae that were hanging around outside the venue, and Felicia waved one hand. A fae that looked like the spitting image of a secret service agent materialized out of her shadow, trotting ahead of them to whisper to the elf hovering at the entrance to the massive central tree. The fae in question bowed to them and opened the door, announcing them with a truly stentorian voice.

“Please bid welcome to Archmage Hargrave, of House Hargrave. Archmage Taisen, of House Taisen. Teopixqui Huitzilin, Archmage of Blood. Dragonblooded Ensharrehael. Princess Felicia Blackblood and consort. Alpha Chester of the Midwest Pack. The Ghost, Archmage Wells.”




Chapter 15 – Demands

Archmage Janry was, in a way, hoping that the other side wouldn’t show up to the summit. Their pet fae princess had made certain demands on Prince Galivrick that had nearly
 sunk the entire thing, but sadly the fae negotiations had been straightened out in the end. Still, it would have been far better if the princess had been the only one to represent her side. Even if there was to be no violence, he would have preferred his faction to dominate the talks.

Most of the Archmage Council was there, and the Guild of Enchanting had somehow pulled off a miracle and even convinced Duvall to attend. It was clear her attendance was only grudging, and she made a point of seeking out Janry. Her perpetually sour face was pinched, even for her, and he braced himself for the lash of her tongue.

“If that heretic Wells shows up, you’re ruined,” Duvall said instead, scowling fiercely. “He is meddling in things not meant for mages. They’re forbidden for a reason. I won’t be sticking around if you provoke that man and his deviancy.”

Janry made soothing remarks as he tried to steer her back to Rossi, glad that he wasn’t as hidebound as Duvall was. The beliefs of the older Archmages made them easier to control, but they interfered just as much. There was nothing mystical about magic, or those who wielded it.

In all, there were over twenty Archmages and at least that many Magus level personnel at the summit, plus all of Galivrick’s fae playing host. It wasn’t quite as one-sided as the numbers would indicate, since over half the council was neutral at best, and he could only count five other Archmages besides himself as being totally unshakeable. With luck, he could change that.

He winced inwardly at some of the names as the herald spoke them, his voice ringing through the enormous meeting room. After the incident at House Xu he just didn’t know whether or not the dragonblooded were still in play, but they’d been quiet enough that he had hope they’d been removed. Apparently he was wrong.

The inclusion of Huitzilin was strange, since that man basically didn’t bother with any politics. He just wanted to be left alone and generally was, only invited to meetings out of politeness. Janry doubted that he was genuinely as dangerous as some of the stories said either, but his lack of connections made him a bit of a non-entity.

Then there was Wells. Janry had not expected him to come, considering the man’s history and general unreachability, and he wasn’t entirely certain what to think of that other than perhaps he was on someone’s leash. Calling him an Archmage
 was laughable, but a fairly predictable strategy. A new mage was hardly going to get much respect.

“Those are the guests you expected?” Prince Galivrick asked disapprovingly, though Galivrick disapproved of almost everything. He was a tall, willowy fae that absolutely radiated contempt for anyone he believed to be beneath him. Which was essentially everyone.

“It’s easier for people to make up their minds when they see what they’re dealing with,” Janry said by way of explanation as he watched the group walk into the room. The air shivered with vis from dozens of mages using active senses, a low background thrum that painted the room and the magic therein onto his consciousness. He didn’t need to see the guests with his own eyes to gauge them, though he liked to.

Shahey’s oversized avatar towering over everyone was strange, like some obscure joke Janry didn’t quite get. The rest were, effectively, as he remembered them, though Wells didn’t match the pictures from years ago. He’d aged some – another point against him being an archmage – but that was made up for by the hard cast of his face. The expression of someone weighing life in his hands.

Everyone was looking at the new arrivals, judging them. Even the people who had accepted the bribery via the Guild of Enchanting had never actually met
 Wells, and many of the people in the room had never been on good terms with either Hargrave or Taisen. Half of Janry’s people were still outraged about the latter’s unilateral formation of his own House.

“Come. We are
 the hosts,” Galivrick said, making his displeasure clear, though whether at the guests or at Janry remained ambiguous. The two of them walked across the polished wooden floor, past the tables laden with exotic fruits and meats, to greet the Earth Alliance. Janry had to admit it was exceedingly tempting to do something
 , given Wells didn’t have a sphere of authority, but neither did Huitzilin and it was a matter of historical record that attacking him was a poor idea.

“Members of the Earth Alliance,” Galivrick said, in a tone that was just short of a sneer. “Welcome to the Court of Leaves. As a reminder, you all agreed to begin no hostilities while you are here.”

“We understand,” said the princess, who looked relatively small and ordinary next to Galivrick’s finery, though even Janry could feel the power in her voice. To his mage sight she was cloaked in vis, crackling down into a long train behind her, so despite the outer appearance she had some claim to being a contender.

Of them all, it was Wells who had the least magical presence, just behind Huitzilin, though there was just the faintest hint of something that Janry couldn’t resolve. Despite his opinion of Wells, he knew what the man had achieved before. There was no reason to underestimate what Wells could do, though both he and Huitzilin seemed completely blind without their own contribution to the buzz of active vis around them.

“I am Archmage Janry,” he said, though most of them already knew that. “I’m glad to welcome you here,” he continued, despite them all knowing it was a lie. “Hopefully we can work out our differences and come to a mutually beneficial resolution of hostilities.”

Wells’ eyes fixed on him, and despite himself Janry felt a chill. It wasn’t like Wells was angry, it was more like he was simply considering ways to kill. The gaze didn’t last long, but it was a face of complete psychopathy. Janry revised his opinion; Wells was just insane.

“Unlikely,” Hargrave said, flat and matter of fact. “But it does seem to be time to clarify where we stand. Sniping back and forth is sure to end in disaster.”

“Something you should have done before you decided to break the back of GAR,” Janry snapped.

“Then GAR should not have come after me in my own home,” Alpha Chester growled, low enough that Janry could feel it through his feet.

“We’re not here for recriminations,” the princess said. “There’s plenty of those to go around. The point is to find something short of total annihilation.”

“Quite so,” Janry agreed, not entirely certain who had come out ahead in the exchange. “I’ll give you time to meet the rest of the archmages before we convene.”

“The food and drink are quite safe,” Galivrick said, as if it were unthinkable that a fae would ever serve questionable refreshments. “Feel free to partake. I have other guests to attend to.” His tone made it quite clear that any other guests would do. Galivrick glided off, but that was fine. The fae had provocations to make, ones that might work even better with Wells around.

***

Callum wasn’t really impressed by the gathering of mages. He could tell how powerful they were from the steely mage bubbles and the sheer amount of vis in the air, every single one of them leaving trails through the heady mana of Faerie and pulsing out active senses, but they didn’t look any different from normal people. Mostly grandfatherly or grandmotherly people, at that.

By common agreement, Callum stuck with Taisen, Felicia, and Ray. Everyone else could take care of themselves and probably had their own deals to make. Even Chester could probably deal with an Archmage better than Callum could, but it wouldn’t do to let anyone know that. Such gatherings were as much about theater as they were about fact.

To that end he refused to show his own anxiety and kept his shoulders back, his head up straight, and looked people dead in the eyes. Though he couldn’t help feeling somewhat diminutive compared to Shahey’s eight-foot avatar, Chester’s natural bulk, or the fact that most of the elves were over-tall, willowy things whose only way of looking seemed to be down their noses. Not to mention several of the archmages using foci or just their natural aspect to float about the place a few feet above the floor, rather than doing something so pedestrian as walking.

In another time and place he might have been impressed by the huge wooden arches vaulting the ceiling, or the living vines twined around every column and beam, or the sprays of flowers with exotic colors not found in nature. It was all very sumptuous and calculated to impress, but the people made it impossible to enjoy. Callum couldn’t help but track Janry’s bubble as the archmage moved off elsewhere and had to fight the urge to do something about it.

Fortunately, Rossi of the Guild of Enchantment came to rescue them before Callum had to really wrestle with temptation. It was his first time meeting the man on purpose, and Callum had to remind himself not to offer a hand. Mages didn’t do that, thanks to the bubbles.

“Archmage Wells,” Rossi said, with a credible straight face. “I’d like to introduce you to Archmage Montgomery. Archmage Montgomery, this is our supplier for the private portal worlds.” Montgomery was a short and portly fellow who didn’t look much older than Callum and, unlike most of the other archmages Callum could spot, he was beaming from ear to ear.

“Oh, excellent! I’ve been very much enjoying the new locale. Faerie is fine but, the neighbors, you know?” Montgomery winked, and Callum felt his lips quirk upward despite himself. At least someone was happy with him, and he frankly couldn’t blame Montgomery for not wanting to live next to fae. Especially ones who radiated arrogance like the Court of Leaves.

“Glad to hear it,” Callum said, summoning up the best diplomatic tone he could manage. “I am of the opinion that separating the supernaturals out into their own individual worlds resolves many problems. Of course, for that to happen those individual worlds have to exist, and be worth living in.”


“Montgomery got the infinite fjord portal world.”
 Lucy’s voice came through his earpiece, and Callum relaxed a little bit. Having someone else who could do all the referencing for him was a great help.

“The more connections we have, the better it is too,” Montgomery said. “You ought to talk to Duvall. I’m sure she’s somewhere around here.”

“That would not be a good idea,” Callum said with a wince. He reflexively glanced around, but he didn’t actually know what Duvall looked like. All he knew was that she was one of the female archmages, but that still left a half-dozen possibilities assuming she was even in the room. “Duvall and I are not on good terms at all.”

“Ah, a shame. I’m a water mage myself and I always found it useful to compare notes,” Montgomery said, completely indifferent to the grudge between Duvall and Callum. “Maybe later, when things have calmed down a bit.”

“Perhaps,” Callum said, considering that, to Montgomery, later
 might well be fifty years down the line. There was no telling how old he was.

“Well, I shouldn’t monopolize you too much,” Montgomery said, nodded to him, and wandered off. Rossi offered Callum a smile and waved his hand around at the assembled mages.

“Over half of them have portal worlds you provided,” he said. “We can introduce you to a few more people before anything starts.”

“I would appreciate it,” Callum said, though he wasn’t really looking forward to it. Gladhanding was an important part of networking but it was also the most tedious, insincere, and unpleasant part of it.

“I’ll tag along,” Taisen said. “In case any of them are having issues with local wildlife. My people screened the portal worlds first but there was hardly time for a thorough, years-long inspection.”

“I haven’t heard any complaints,” Rossi said, waving a hand toward a thin, almost emaciated man who looked like he was bent under the weight of the world, but had a bubble as steely as Hargrave. Felicia waved her hand briefly and made for some fae, since it was clear that Taisen had things well in hand.

Callum had himself braced for a long and exhausting time with strangers when there was a musical tone and a wood column in the middle of the room began to move. The base twisted outward, turning from a single post into a series of arches, revealing a spiral stairway that could not possibly fit into the post it had once been, or the column above. But still, from it came a trail of humans, some dancing and others playing instrument, presumably to provide entertainment.

Every single one of them was clad in chains.

Nor did they look particularly joyful, something false to the smiles and dancing. The real fae weren’t exactly the fae of stories, but they were close enough. He’d be hard-pressed to relate any specific examples, but he knew there were plenty of tales of artists or musicians trapped and forced to perform forever. Callum had seen some of that in passing the first time he’d sent the drone through, but it hadn’t been so blatant.

“Felicia,” he muttered, toggling the microphone with the remote in his pocket.

“Yes, I see.” Her voice sounded in his ear. “It’s a deliberate message.”

“Not very diplomatic,” he replied. “We’ve got to do something about it. We’re here to show what we’re about, right?”

“We did agree not to start trouble,” Hargrave’s voice came over the line.

“We agreed not to start hostilities
 ,” Felicia corrected him. “As did they.”

“The only way to make this work is to show we’ve got the biggest, brassest ones in the room,” Taisen chipped in. “We’re here to make demands, and the only way they’ll take us seriously is if we take ourselves seriously.”

“I will deal with it; such a thing is my responsibility,” Felicia said. “Just be ready in case I need to show exactly how strong my backing is.”

“You all be careful.” Lucy’s voice came over the line. “There’s more of them than there are of you.”

“Yeah,” Callum sighed. “That’s my worry.”

“My lords and ladies
 ,” Felicia said, not raising her voice but still cutting through all the sound commotion, severing the music even as it started. “Is this seemly?
 ”

If they didn’t have people’s attention before, they did now. Mostly it was on Felicia and Ray, but Callum was wearing her heraldry and he drifted over her way along with Taisen. Their other allies were scattered around the room, but they all had the comms equipment so they knew what was happening.

“Prince Galivrick, you will explain yourself at once
 ,” Felicia added, and the fae in question was abruptly right in front of her.

“Princess Blackblood,” Galivrick said, oily and condescending. “I haven’t any idea what you’re talking about. There hasn’t been any—”

“Do you pretend to be unaware of the nature of The Ghost? Of what has driven the destruction of GAR, the removal of the vampires, and what has pushed the entire Archmage’s Council to be here today?” Felicia’s voice was withering, and nearby flowers sagged, some drying to husks, others rotting. “Are you claiming to be that ignorant?”

“Certainly not,” Galivrick replied, his tone packing in all the imprecations lacking from his words. “But everything and everyone here is part of the Court of Leaves or guests of the mage Houses. There is nothing for anyone to object to.”

“You claim that, and yet you have human slaves here,” Felicia was scornful, and while Galivrick didn’t show anything, several of the fae nearby shrank away. “Violating the entire purpose of our talks and flaunting your depravity. Insulting your guests and showing your true nature as hosts. Pathetic and insolent.”

“Strong words from a Princess without a Court,” Galivrick replied, apparently unconcerned. “What do you intend to do? These are mortals bound by word and bargain, and even you cannot unbind the chains they have laid upon themselves.”

Felicia smiled, suddenly and in a flash, her sharp teeth showing as she pounced upon the opening. Even Callum could see it, though maybe Galivrick didn’t understand what Callum could do. Or discounted his ability to do it when surrounded by other mages.

“Would you like to make that a wager?” The words had an almost physical weight to them, and Callum could see all the other fae twitch. “We cannot abide human slaves, and if these can be sundered from you, then all the rest shall as well. Should we prove unequal to the task—”

“If you prove unequal to the task, you do not deserve to call yourself royalty,” Galivrick said.

“I would not,” Felicia agreed, and it suddenly struck Callum what Felicia was betting. She had to have a lot of faith if she was willing to risk everything.

“Then by all means, see what you can do for those poor souls,” Galivrick said, gesturing in the direction of the human players. The fae magic tightened down around them, latching onto the chains and collars. Felicia just looked at Callum and smiled. She didn’t need to say anything.

“Big brass ones,” Callum muttered under his breath, reaching through his gut portal for his vis crystals and one of his drones. Working by fae rules, it probably would have been impossible to unshackle those people. But he had never bothered with the supernatural rules.

At this point forming anti-mana portals was, if not easy, at least straightforward and something he could do without fumbling. He only needed one for the moment, formed out in the middle of the Midwest and stretched to enormous size, with two other, even larger portals directing the outflow to Faerie. The weaponized portals directed the anti-mana over the group of humans, catching them in the crossfire, though of course it didn’t harm them directly.

Galivrick was completely blindsided and let out a glass-shattering wail as the anti-mana ate through all the gathered fae stuff in a flash. It washed over the people and dissolved the chains, the collars, even most of the clothing, leaving them clad only in rags. The incidental damage to the fae realm was bizarre, with how much space and structure and god knew what else was based on the mana, all of which was being erased.

Even outside the blast radius, the room seemed to contort, wood creaking ominously as the support columns near the disruption vanished. The poor victims made various noises of surprise but none of them dropped dead or aged a hundred years in an instant, but he wasn’t going to leave them there. He made a few extra portals while everyone was still staring and abducted the entire ensemble, depositing them in the hospital at Taisen’s base.

The entire process took maybe five or ten seconds, during which Felicia somehow forced Galivrick to his knees. Not that the fae prince was resisting, since the blast of anti-mana destroying a chunk of his gathered power seemed to have put him into a catatonic stupor. The other fae all sprang to conjure defensive magic around themselves, and one of the mage bubbles vanished. Someone deciding to homebond out, apparently.

Callum had become so inured to using anti-mana that he’d forgotten basically nobody else had seen it. Even the people he’d used it against had all died, save for Duvall. Now it’d been used out in the open, and while he didn’t know how it looked to other mages, it was an all-devouring black hole to his passive senses. It couldn’t look much better to anyone else.

In his earpiece he heard Lucy filling in the hospital staff, so they knew why there were suddenly a bunch of nearly-naked folks in their staging area, but the room in Faerie was dead silent. For a moment the only movement was the flash and ripple of various forms of active shields surrounding the mages. Even Hargrave had donned his golden force armor.

“We are not concerned with your bindings or bargains,” Felicia said, her voice shocking the room and stirring people back to life. “As you can see we are well capable of negating any such frivolities.” She reached down and grabbed Galivrick by the neck, hauling him up to his feet. Even as Callum watched, fae mana swirled around Felicia and seemed to sink into her, though unlike with princes he’d seen there was a definite distinction between her body and the surrounding mana. It seemed she was actually taking power from Galivrick.

“Now, will you fulfill your wager?” Felicia asked, shaking the dazed Galivrick. “Or will I have to tear my winnings from you piece by piece?” That seemed to catalyze the prince, who finally focused on Felicia again, his hands coming up to pry her fingers from his throat. To no avail.

“You agreed to no hostilities,” he rasped instead. “How dare you violate the guest agreements?” Felicia cocked her head, and instead of answering herself nodded to Callum. For himself, he would have rather left the wordplay to the fae, but perhaps it was better that he answer for himself.

“That wasn’t hostility,” he said shortly. “That wasn’t even an attack. That was surgery. It’s you who offered to put yourself under the knife.”

“How was that not an attack?” Galivrick demanded, incredulous.

“Because you aren’t dead,” Callum said, his voice flat. Elsewhere in the room, Shahey laughed, a big booming guffaw.

“Now, are you going to do what you promised?” Felicia inquired, her voice dangerous.

“I won’t stand for this,” Galivrick said, and Felicia smiled toothily.

“You have no choice in the matter,” she said. “Or are you going to break your word and start a fight?” Galivrick’s eyes darted from Felicia, to Callum, to Taisen. He didn’t reply. “I thought not,” Felicia said, and shoved him away. Galivrick stumbled backward, shorn of his haughty air.

“What the hell was that?” Someone demanded. One of the archmages that Callum had yet to be introduced to.

“That was The Ghost,” Hargrave said, projecting his voice to echo through the room. “Before anyone gets excited, let us lay out exactly why we are here. Earth belongs to the mundanes. Our demands are simple — you do not prey on the humans there.”

“And what gives you the right?” It was Janry, who had drifted closer, his sleepy eyes narrowed. “We all come from Earth, and most of us were there long before you.”

“If you don’t understand the obvious moral arguments, then I can’t help you,” Callum said. It was a bit of an insult, but he didn’t much care. “If you want a pragmatic argument, there’s no point in the old setup. You’ll get a lot more out of interacting with them normally than the potentially nuclear consequences of trying to conquer them.”

“Earth is still the nexus for the portal worlds,” Janry said. “We can’t possibly—”

“Not anymore,” Callum interrupted. “How many people here have the new portal worlds I opened up? How many of you are already living there? You want access to the various portal worlds, you can just work it out among yourselves.”

“We all have seen Fane’s research notes,” Taisen continued. “We know that mages benefit from experiencing a number of different portal worlds. Archmage Wells has expanded that number significantly, and between him and Archmage Duvall, the Guild of Enchanting can provide passage between them without needing any holdings on Earth at all.”

“That is ridiculous,” Janry said. “You want to leave the mundanes to manage their own affairs? Without magic they can barely function, let alone run a planet. No, you’re just wanting to hold Earth for yourself, with all its people and resources.”

Callum almost sighed. Of course that was the conclusion Janry would draw; that type didn’t understand that some people just wanted to be left alone. Or that they didn’t want to grasp and take everything they could see. The tyrants throughout history, large and small, all had that same bent.

“I sure don’t want to try and run a planet.” Callum clasped his hands behind him, aware of the fact that he was trying to look like an archmage, not some guy with a grudge. “You have Faerie and the Deep Wilds, you have the other portal worlds. If you want things from Earth, you can get them the same way anyone else does.”

“The era of secrecy is ending—” Shahey got out that much before people started talking over him. Callum was actually surprised that people had been quiet that long, rather than trying to shout each other down in the aftermath of his collaboration with Felicia. Though quite a few people were still looking at him with hard eyes.

“Well, the summit is in shambles already,” Lucy’s voice sounded in his ear, more amused than anything. “Twenty minutes in? I’ll have to see who wins the betting pool.”

Callum grunted, too distracted scanning for threats to engage in banter. Taisen was still close by, his vis stretching outward to intercept any magic that might be thrown. Anyone who started a slugging match with so many high-powered mages around was asking for trouble, and an all-out brawl between archmages would be terrifying.

Fortunately it seemed like everyone was limiting themselves to words, though he caught some mages flexing their bubbles, pushing them out further than the normal radius. It reminded him of pufferfish, a little bit of amusement that broke through the stress of trying to figure out whether there’d be some all-out magical war or not. After a few minutes, Hargrave and Janry between them did manage to wrangle people into some semblance of order though, and Felicia snapped something at Galivrick. Magic swirled and a truly massive table with enough chairs for everyone appeared from nowhere.

“Very good, now we’re all ready to discuss things like civilized people.” Janry looked around the table as the last people seated themselves. Felicia, Ray, and Galivrick did not. The fae prince seemed to be rather wilted, and Callum noticed he hadn’t yet produced any of his other human prisoners. But by the way Felicia was muttering to the pale-faced elf, that was taken care of. “We can actually begin real negotiations.”

“No negotiations,” Callum said, before anyone else could reply. Perhaps he should let Hargrave and Taisen and Wizzy deal with it, and definitely would for any details, but he wanted to make things very clear from the outset. “We’re not telling you what to do in your own portal worlds or among yourselves, nor are we telling the fae out to act within their own borders. We’re just enforcing Earth’s sovereignty.”

“What is this nonsense about breaking magical secrecy?” One of the mages at Janry’s side broke in. “There’s no need for the mundanes to be told. It’s not like they can do anything about it.”

“There is plenty they can do about it,” Taisen rebuffed him. “In fact, our demands are for your own good. The mundane world would absolutely
 respond to your attempts to undermine and control it with violence. And there are few enough of us that it’s doubtful magekind would survive the encounter.”

“You think that mundanes can threaten us?” This time it was someone nominally on their side, one of the archmages that had gotten a private portal world. The face was familiar from the reports Rossi had passed back to him, though he couldn’t remember the House in question. “Maybe before we understood how magic truly worked, the threat of war was a serious one, but now?”

“I think I can arrange a demonstration,” Callum said. Part of him hated showing a card he would have preferred to keep in reserve, but the way people were nodding at the mage’s skepticism showed they had no sense of reality. Or at least, no understanding of modern militaries and nuclear weapons. Besides, it wasn’t like anyone would know how
 he did it. “Felicia, is there any way we can get a view of the sky?”

“Galivrick,” Felicia said coldly, and the prince obediently snapped his fingers. Mana swirled and the room flexed and shifted, and rather than just a scrying view of the outside it seemed they had been taken
 outside, up to the top levels of the massive tree.

“I am going to demonstrate one of the weapons that the so-called mundanes have,” he said, ignoring the stares from Taisen and Shahey, who knew exactly what he meant. They were probably questioning how and where he’d gotten his hands on a nuclear warhead, but he wasn’t about to answer that. “I would advise you not to look directly at it. Archmages, a shield might be a good idea.”

He pointed upward and off to the side, using his Alcubierre trick to shove a bad penny miles away. At least a hundred miles, judging from what he could see through the secondary portal he opened at the penny’s location to gauge where he was. Then he reached out to two of his boxes, since he didn’t want to impact the landscape. Instead he’d have them hit each other, since they were basically two clumps of relativistic metal moving in a straight line. He created a portal loop in the air to redirect any missed impactors back toward each other, for as long as the portals lasted anyway, and then teleported the two spaces in between, facing each other.

A new sun bloomed in the sky, washing out the light. On the moon, enough leaked through the penny portal before it collapsed to detonate the matching anchor in the nexus and bore a coin-sized hole in the regolith. A half-dozen magical shields snapped into place overhead and long moments passed as the shockwave visibly expanded, driving home how far away the detonation had been. There was no sound, and wouldn’t be for minutes.

Little trails of fire hung in the air where shrapnel, still moving at relativistic velocity, had gone off in each direction, making the still blooming firestorm look like some apocalyptic spider, its legs encircling the world. The force of the explosion was a hell of a lot more than he’d anticipated, and he hadn’t even used the fastest boxes. Mages and fae alike cursed, most of them in languages Callum couldn’t understand.

“Now you know,” he said loudly, and Shahey did something insanely complex that immediately halted all noise but Callum’s voice. “How many of you could survive one of those? How about ten, or a hundred, or a thousand? Because there are
 thousands, and they will use them.”

The only answer was silence.




Chapter 16 – Proliferation

Felicia breathed in the heady fumes of conquest, feeling her own aspects and power base solidify around her. She had expected to have to match herself directly against the Seven Lesser Courts, but the Court of Leaves had been very careless. Perhaps they did not deal with inner Faerie enough, but they should have known better than to allow a wager.

Admittedly, it wouldn’t have been possible without The Ghost. She still wasn’t sure what, precisely, he was doing to erase magic from its very foundations, but it was a tool that nobody else had. One she was not at all shy about using to cheat through any magical contest — a method which was usually more potent than winning one outright.

Some of the power went to her own body, making her more, but she made sure most of it went back to her glade in the Ways, expanding its control and anchoring it even deeper. Some even went to Ray, which was an ongoing and ticklish business. Her power was shared with people who weren’t fae, which was so far as she knew a completely new situation for fae royalty, or possibly fae in general.

Along with the inflow of power, she could feel the humans she’d won in the bet. Some of them were deeply infiltrated with Faerie’s magic, others were merely bound by it. Prince Galivrick looked on as she pulled them across to her Ways, out of the Court of Leaves. She would deal with them later, perhaps with The Ghost’s help, though by the terms of the wager she might be able to address it herself.

“You’ll want to tell the others in the Lesser Courts that we’ll be taking their mundanes as well,” Felicia said, one fae noble to another. “They may surrender them properly, or suffer the same humiliation you did. I think you’ll agree that we aren’t lacking in ability.”

“No, I can’t say you are.” Galivrick was not happy, but he’d get over it. The way he’d been crushed would, eventually, make for an interesting story, as would the demonstration of the human weapon. She didn’t know how far across Faerie the explosion could be seen, but there was already an upwelling of significance around the Court of Leaves that could be eventually parleyed into something greater.

“Then go,” she said.

Galivrick went.

Felicia had to admit she enjoyed being able to tell one of the princes of the Lesser Courts to obey. It was not a power she’d ever sought for herself but, now that she needed it, there was a certain pleasure in surpassing those who wished to control her.

“I didn’t think we’d be throwing our weight around this much,” Ray remarked. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you. I just imagined it’d be a more gradual process.”

“As did I, but Galivrick was careless enough to offer me an opening.” Felica tilted her head toward where The Ghost stood, hands clasped behind him and watching the table full of archmages with a hard expression.

“I still
 find it hard to believe he’s the one we’re relying on.” Ray shook his head slowly. “Such strange ships that pass in the night.”

“He’s relying on us, too.” Felicia pointed out, as the last bits of power settled into her bones. “We will have to move quickly and consolidate our hold over Earth’s fae. Only then can we fulfill our side of the agreement.”

For all that she had avoided it for so long, Felicia found that there was something very right about assuming her role as fae royalty. Her time as detective had rooted her story in humanity’s mindset, rather than the fae one, and with that she could resist the temptation to grow her power by more expedient means. Without that past, she wouldn’t have seen any reason to play the longer game and be more accommodating to those around her.

“Princess Felicity?”

Felicia’s eyes flicked to the fae who had approached her, instantly on guard. It looked like a black housecat, completely mundane save for a silver collar set with black opals. But she hadn’t noticed it approaching, which was a disturbing prospect. Even now it had barely more presence than an ordinary animal. A flicker of a thought had her guards ready to leap from her shadow, while she inclined her head to the cat.

“I am Princess Felicity.”

“Good.” The cat yawned and stretched, then turned its head and somehow had a tiny scroll case in its jaws. It leapt onto her shoulder before anyone could react, purring as it settled down and offered her the case. Felicia very gingerly took it, uncertain of how to react, and unrolled the message therein. Then she blinked, because while it held only two words, every fae would know a message from the King of Faerie, her father, Oberon.


Well done
 , it read, and that was all.

“You should come back home from time to time,” the cat said, washing its face with its paw. Then it sprang from her shoulder, fading into transparency before it vanished. Felicia let out a long breath.

“What the heck was that?” Ray said, and Felicia only belatedly recognized the vis swirling around him from his offensive foci.

“A messenger from my parents,” Felicia replied, staring off in the direction the cat had vanished. “Cait Sidhe.”

“Oh.” Ray blinked, taken aback. “Good news, I hope?”

“They approve of what I’m doing,” Felicia said, almost wonderingly. “I wasn’t sure they would. After all, I did run away from home.”

“Most kids do, for a while at least,” Ray reassured her, putting a hand on her arm. After the day she’d had, she might have wished for more, but anything more intimate would be inappropriate where they were. “But I imagine most kids don’t wind up gunning for the rulership of a whole planet.”

Felicia laughed.

***

Janry hated to admit that he was impressed. Irritated, infuriated, and incensed, but impressed. Wells’ secret weapon, that terrible black hole that seemed to destroy mana, had certainly cowed the fae, and the Earth Alliance’s complete disinterest in extracting concessions had reassured a number of the Houses. It was the final demonstration, though, that had quietly changed a number of minds.

His side hadn’t lost as badly as it might have seemed. It was obvious that if the mundanes indeed had access to weapons of such tremendous power, they couldn’t be trusted with them. That, and it was clear Wells really was
 dabbling in things that no mage should, and he was too dangerous to let live. Unfortunately, even if he was willing to break the rules set by the fae at the summit, Archmage Taisen was too near, his shield practically covering Wells, and he was not someone taken lightly.

The discussion had devolved into a tangent about how to best use the private portal worlds. There wasn’t any negotiating to be done on terms, people either accepted them or didn’t. If they didn’t, it was at their peril. Of all people, the dragonblooded
 had made it clear that the gloves were off in the future. Janry was merely watching silently, pretending disinterest, and observing who was talking to whom. While he didn’t feel like being there, leaving in a huff would be an unconscionable display of weakness.

Their pet fae princess laughed, and the sheer musicality of it irked him. Janry restrained himself from glaring in her direction and focused on the other mages. He had to admit that he would enjoy a private portal world himself, but not one supplied by Wells. They were all poison pills, they had to be. There was no way that someone would provide such inestimably precious things without strings attached.

But if Wells could make them, so could Duvall. Why she hadn’t
 was a good question, though it had become clear she was not the expert in her field that she had claimed. With so many examples, surely she could divine the technique, and Janry preferred dealing with a neutral party over a psychopath like Wells.

The man in question wasn’t even involving himself in the debate, letting Rossi field all the questions relating to the worlds and standing like a gargoyle off to the side. It was impossible to understand how such an unpleasant person had ended up with so many allies — though perhaps it was the other way around. Hargrave and Taisen weren’t supposed to be canny enough to put the Earth Alliance together on their own, but it was a matter of historical record that Alpha Chester had stumbled across Wells early on.

Janry’s eyes flicked to Chester, who returned his gaze immediately afterward. Janry frowned and turned to examine Rossi, disliking the way Chester was so aware of him. In general he didn’t think much of shifters, but there were no records of what happened when they became powerful enough to challenge an archmage. There was no telling what sort of being he was, but it seemed clear that he was the heart of the alliance. Even more than the princess, even more than the Houses. Maybe even more than Wells.

“House Janry will withdraw for now,” he said abruptly as he stood. Many eyes went to him, including Wells and Chester, but he ignored them. “There seems to be little value in the current negotiations for us.”

“You will keep in mind the requirements we set out, yes?” Hargrave half-asked, half-demanded.

“Of course.” Janry lied through his teeth. He had no more intention of submitting to the demands of the Earth supernaturals than he did of abandoning his own House. But there was no point in throwing down before he had assured himself of his own forces.

With House Janry still in Faerie, returning with his allies was merely a matter of flight. Nothing dared to accost them, even in the neutral land between the mage enclaves and the Lesser Courts. Which was a shame, since he would have welcomed something to vent his spleen. As it was he merely dismissed his emotions as useless and landed in the courtyard of House Janry.

Then he returned to his study and waited.

In the next few hours, only three other Houses had joined him. Which was unfortunate, but Janry had done more with less in the past. He didn’t ask what agreements they might have reached with others, for none of that was relevant. Only that they agreed with the right path.

“Whatever Wells is playing with is far too dangerous to leave him be,” Janry started out, getting nods from his allies. “But there is, unfortunately, no way to remove him directly. It may take time to convince others away from their shiny new toys. If we want to defang the Earth Alliance we need to cut them off at the leg first. Their approach to mundanes.”

“What are they even thinking,” Archmage Moravin muttered. As head of one of the Houses that had ended up evacuating from the Night Lands, he had more of a grudge against Wells than most. It was a travesty how many of those Houses had been happy enough to take the bribe of a private world of their own.

“Indeed.” Janry held up two fingers. “First, of them all only Alpha Chester has any real purchase in the mundane world. Destroying his compound was a beginning but we must remove him
 to eliminate the center of the alliance. Second, as the only supernaturals on Earth, it should be simple to ensure the Earth Alliance is blamed for anything and everything. If mundanes and supernaturals start out with bad blood, it will be easy to force the Earth Alliance into the very conflict they wish to avoid.”

“It will take some
 finesse,” Magus Leshiel, the head of one of Janry’s cadet houses, said thoughtfully. “It’s always easy to blame someone else, especially someone who isn’t there, so anything we do will need clear evidence of who is at fault. Evidence that mundanes will see, not vis traces or House crests.”

“We have plenty of former GAR employees to consult for that, though no DAI ones,” Janry said, somewhat pointedly.

“I hate to bring it up,” said Moravin. “But what about that weapon that Wells demonstrated? So far we’ve been assuming that even if we cornered these Earth Alliance types, there was only so much they could do. But those dogs have teeth.”

“That is indeed a worry,” Janry was forced to admit. “I know that such devices are not nearly as common or simple to use as Wells said, but I can’t rule out that he has at least one other. When we move, we’re going to have to lock down all the portals to Faerie and use the jammers to protect us from Wells’ portals. He still has to deliver
 it, and we can deny him that.”

“I’m more worried about the mana destruction he demonstrated.” Archmage Harper spoke up at last. Of those present, he had the added pique of one of his House members – admittedly just a dud – joining with Wells. “We can’t simply refuse to act for fear of what the enemy can do, but that particular weapon — it’s hard to imagine defenses.”

“It is only mana, though. It can’t hurt us by itself.” Janry waved it aside. “I actually suggest we take a page out of Wells’ book. He can’t attack us if he can’t find us, so we simply need to stage things from somewhere else for a while. Long enough for the Earth side of things to fall apart.”

***

“You know they’re going to try something,” Shahey said as the last of Janry’s allies left the summit.

“Oh, obviously,” Callum said. “You have no idea how hard it was to restrain myself while they were here.”

“Hey now,” Lucy said in his ear. “No preliminary nuking. Only nuke things at the appropriate time.” Callum chuckled and shook his head.

“But yeah, I’m assuming they’re going to try sabotage or the like, which is why I followed Janry home,” Callum said.

“Did you, now?” Shahey grinned. “I’m surprised they didn’t notice.”

“Oh, I wasn’t anywhere near them. Just followed their trail.” It had been some time since he’d needed to use the trails mages left in ambient mana for anything, but if anything it was easier on Faerie than Earth. “It’s a shame that I can’t bug all of them, but sticking listening devices in House Janry is a good start.”

“Unless they find them,” Shahey pointed out.

“Eh. I have some advantages in positioning them and unless they know exactly what to look for, it doesn’t even need to be active all the time. I can just turn on the portal once a day and collect the feed.”

“Not once a day, don’t have the batteries for that,” Lucy said. “But yeah close enough.”

“And you can just send that all to Taisen.” Shahey nodded understanding, and Callum wasn’t at all surprised that the dragon avatar could hear an earbud from a few feet away.

“So how did all the discussion go?” Callum pitched his voice low, since there were still groups of mages around, some of them still talking with Hargrave and Felicia. “I have to admit I didn’t really pay attention past a certain point.”

“It turns out most people are greedy,” Shahey said happily. “Oh, I’m sure a lot of them are just agreeing for now so they can get a portal world, but by the time they’re moved and settled in, the effort of doing anything with Earth won’t seem worth it.”

“Some people weren’t happy with me wanting to take control of the Deep Wilds portal, but I pushed it through. Not like mages
 use it much anyway,” Chester added.

“Sounds like I have my work cut out for me, then,” Callum said. Moving the Deep Wilds portal was a one-time thing, but making new portal world connections seemed to be a full-time job. Which was just as well, since it was also the most valuable thing he could do. Between the favors owed and the actual royalties from the Enchanting Guild – who was very much not supplying the portal worlds gratis – House Wells was fairly wealthy. Assuming he could translate mage currency into real-world currency. The gold was straightforward enough, but enchanting material less so.

If and when Chester and the other Houses actually opened up the supernatural world, it’d be easier. After the debacle with Chester’s compound, he wasn’t sure what the plan was for that. He wasn’t so naïve as to think he wasn’t involved in the plans, but if anyone expected him to do the negotiations they were crazy.

“We – that is to say, dragons – will be contributing to the purse,” Shahey said, as if he could read Callum’s mind. “Ultimately we will need hundreds, maybe even thousands of portal worlds.”

“Thousands
 ,” Callum said, at the same time as Lucy. “I’m not sure the Earth has
 that many portal worlds. Though now that I’ve got the dimensional portals wrangled, we could try punching outward from the ones we have…” He considered it for a moment, then shook his head. “Best not to borrow trouble. We’ll get to it when we get to it.”

“A wise attitude,” Shahey said.

“Are we done here?” Callum asked, glancing around at the now-sparsely-populated room.

“We are,” Taisen said, stepping up next to them. “I was surprised at their restraint. Only four probes in your direction.”

“I only caught two of them,” Callum admitted. He hadn’t had to do anything about them because Taisen’s shielding was so quick, but it just reminded him of how damned vulnerable he was. He was going to stick to overwatch and drones in the future.

It took a few dozen more minutes of pointless social niceties for the rest of their group to gather up. Callum glanced around and then opened a portal back to the Hargrave estate, and Hargrave did his invisible platform trick. To tell the truth, Callum was a little jealous of that ability, though he definitely wouldn’t have traded his spatial magic for force.

“It will be better if we return through the Ways,” Felicia said as everyone else started through the portal, fingers going to the blue bracelet around her wrist. “I will be in contact regarding the humans rescued from the Courts within the next few days, Archmage Wells.”

“Works for me,” Callum said, even though he had no idea what he could contribute. He could break the magic, but addressing the trauma or delusions of people who’d been under fae thrall for so long was not in his wheelhouse. Still, he wasn’t about to leave ordinary humans in fae control so he’d have to deal with that responsibility.

Felicia’s bracelet turned into a shimmering circle, very unlike the holes in the air of Callum’s portals, and Felicia and Ray walked through it. Callum’s party took the force bridge, and when he closed the portal behind them he finally relaxed. It was already dark out, and he felt like he’d been running full tilt the whole day.

“I’m not cut out for politics,” he grumbled to Lucy the moment he made it back home.

“You can’t trust anybody who is,” she said, embracing him and then standing back for Alex to run at Callum and launch himself without any hesitation.

“Daddy’s all dressed up,” Alex said as Callum scooped him up, and Lucy grinned.

“Oof! Sure am, kiddo. Had to do a lot of boring stuff today.” Callum smiled down at his son, and it made all the annoying and stressful things he had to do worth it. It even made him more ready to see Chester and the rest open up the rest of the supernatural world, so Alex could actually go out and live like a normal person. “Alright,” he decided. “Let me get into normal clothes and we can go out for dinner.”

“Can we have pizza?” Alex asked, with all the fervor any three year old had for that particular dish.

“Absolutely,” Callum said. “Pizza sounds great.”

Work on portal worlds resumed the next day. Even if it was a lot of tedious busywork, he really couldn’t complain. Not with the money, and not if it was part of the peace treaty.

“I’m still working on some way to quickly catalogue the portal worlds,” Lucy said, setting up another new tool for him. It was just a simple grid, but it let him quickly section off areas that linked to the same portal world — something he verified by using multiple drones and seeing if they could pick up each other’s transmissions. Rather than trying to actually figure out what was going on in any of the portal worlds, he took a quick snapshot, categorized it as livable, exploitable, or desolate, and continued on.

For no particular reason he started in the Texas area and spiraled outward, though he wanted to focus more on the northern part. He didn’t know how many of the portal worlds would ultimately wind up being used, but he didn’t want any to be near the one he inhabited. Leaving the real world location of his portal world, or the dimensional adjacency, unknown and part of unsurveyed land was the best way to hide it.

A concerted grid search rather than testing at interesting-looking areas resulted in finding a bunch of very similar portal worlds. Various desert-scrub landscapes stretched out under strange skies, those that had any light or visible sky at all. It wasn’t like every square inch of Earth was packed with potential portal world connections — or even every square mile, or ten square miles, the latter of which was the resolution of his grid. Only perhaps one-third of portals led somewhere rather than collapsing outright — though the collapsed portals would have led somewhere too. Just not somewhere he wanted connected to Earth.

There were even some portals that did
 work that he put on the list of do not use
 . Maybe one in every fifty or a hundred portal worlds was something like the bizarre sun-sized monster world he’d opened up so long ago. He’d poke his senses and a drone camera through and see some horrible stories-tall flesh beast or a mountain radiating palpable hate as city-sized eyes fixed, somehow, on the tiny portal. One just seemed to be an entire dimension of squirming dark something
 , webbed over a dead and desolate dimension. Those he closed with prejudice
 , and blasted the area with anti-mana just to be safe.

Sometimes that ended up crossing off a lot of space, because the size of the dimensional adjacency was a real mixed bag, with some being restricted to a single ten-mile grid point, and others sprawling over a hundred-mile line. Some were blobs, though with the grid it was hard to tell the exact shape. Callum had the vague idea that he was seeing some higher-level geometry projected down onto the Earth’s surface, but it followed no rhyme or reason that he could see.

He kept a close eye out for any other dimensional weak points like he’d seen with the dragonlands portal, especially whenever he found something horrible on the other side, though he didn’t find any. If there was a portal world just waiting to open up somewhere in North America, it probably would have already. As the database filled up, Callum felt like he was engaging in nuclear proliferation all by his lonesome. Though it worked in the exact reverse manner: the more portal worlds there were, the less dangerous ownership of them was.

While he was busy with that, Lucy was dealing with surveillance. He hadn’t bothered to look over any of the feed that they’d gotten from the couple of drones he’d stashed in House Janry’s walls, but he’d activated the portals every so often for her. It was a bit of a risk, since not only was there intermittent jamming going on that threatened the stability of the portal, but it was always possible someone would simply notice the active connection. The spatial enchantment wasn’t very large or obvious, against the background of enchantments in the House grounds, but it also wasn’t supposed to be there.

She was also helping Hargrave, Taisen, and Felicia take care of the GAR branch offices; all the little places in cities across the world. Lucy had a whole list of them, and combat mages and fae were far more suitable for dealing with them. Though there wasn’t all that much infrastructure, relative to GAR, nor all that many branches considering the worldwide scope of GAR. The teleportation network centralizing everything was a real boon there.

They weren’t closing the buildings down, though, let alone destroying them. Instead they were being used as springboards for the Alliance’s own transport system and the physical part of the brand new supernatural digital marketplace. The conversions and property ownership and all that sort of thing was a logistical nightmare that Callum was more than happy to leave to others. He barely had enough time for his family after taking care of all the portal world exploration.

He was busy, but there was a sense of operating under a deadline. After the summit, not only did everyone who was clearly committed to the Earth Alliance’s way of doing things need their portal worlds, but all of Janry’s people had time to collaborate. In all, he had about a week’s worth of quiet before the rest of the world intruded.

“They’re totally setting up something nasty,” Lucy reported, which came as no surprise at all. “Apparently they’ve gone off to the Deep Wilds to set up a staging camp.”

“I hope someone tracked them,” Callum said with a frown. If he’d been aware it was happening he probably could have done so, but he’d been busy.

“Chester’s on it,” Lucy said. “Speaking of which, he wanted to know when you’d be ready to move the Deep Wilds portal.”

“Oh, damn, I totally forgot,” Callum said, putting aside the drone feed. He’d nearly forgotten about it since it’d been over a week and he hadn’t heard anything. “I can do that now. Go ahead and put him on the line.”

“Already got him!” Lucy said cheerfully, and Callum’s VoIP program chimed. He pulled it up and found himself looking at Chester in his war-form. Which was interesting, because that meant that he had dispensed with the usual glamour that fixed it so cameras didn’t see eight foot tall, bipedal, furred predators.

“Mister Wells,” Chester said. “That was prompt.”

“Honestly, I should have brought it up earlier,” Callum said. “Just too many things on my mind, I guess. Where did you want me to put it?”

“We’ve got a bolthole up in the mountains that will work. Have to hide it from magicals and
 mundanes, you know. Even when we’re out in the open, that’s just too vulnerable.” Chester sighed, leaning back in the very comfortable-looking oversized chair. “I’m thinking we may end up putting it out in the middle of the ocean, on an oil rig or the like, eventually.”

“I’d suggest the moon, but you kind of need the mana on Earth,” Callum said. “Ocean floor, maybe? Nice thing about portals, you don’t need to worry about the supply chain.”

“Not a bad idea,” Chester admitted. “I have some people who can probably make the pressure vessels for it. But for now, the mountain place.”

“Sure, just take a drone there,” Callum said, doublechecking to see if there was already one over in Chester’s Deep Wilds facility. There was. “Do you have official control over the portal? Both ends of the portal, even? I mean, it’s going to be just as vulnerable from the Deep Wilds side.”

“The Deep Wilds side is protected by some allied Houses.” Chester didn’t seem concerned. “They don’t want to lose access to Earth. Perhaps if and when they decide to move to their own portal world, but until then, only Earth-side needs to be secured. Nominally, it’s been ceded over, but I expect some resistance anyway. Obstructionism, at least.”

“Should be fun,” Callum said dryly, groping through all the various drones in the nexus to figure out which one was where. While having sufficient enchanting material was a definite upside, he was far beyond his ability to keep track of things without a spreadsheet, not to mention having to refresh and replace the moon-side enchantments as they wore out. It took him several minutes, but eventually he had the proper drones isolated.

The Deep Wilds portal was equipped in much the same way as the Night Lands portal had been. It was in the middle of some wilderness in Norway, with a protective fortress around the actual portal and a gate room to control passage in and out. Something which all the personal portals he’d supplied to Chester and other Houses rendered entirely moot. Even before then, Duvall’s portal network had made any control of the actual dimensional connection somewhat redundant.

“Right, I can do it whenever.” Callum scribbled the drone numbers down in his notebook.

“Give me a few hours. I’ll want to get everyone together for this,” Chester said. Callum nodded, taking a break so he’d be at full vis for the transfer. With all the practice he was better than he used to be, and the vis crystals meant that he could do extra-large teleports without knocking himself out, but something as big as a dimensional portal was still no small strain.

One of Chester’s people carried one of the drones through a portal frame, ending up somewhere in the Rockies, while Callum put on his cloak. After having seen the strange fae connection between Earth and the Night Lands, he had to assume Faerie had tendrils everywhere and he wouldn’t put it past someone to try and sabotage the effort.

It did occur to him that by moving the portal, he was effectively granting Chester sovereignty over Earth’s shifters. Anyone not part of the de facto Earth Alliance could still use private portals, that was true, but there was a certain legitimacy from having control of the main portal. Besides, it wasn’t likely that many people outside of the Earth Alliance actually had
 private portal connections to the Deep Wilds. Especially with GAR disassembled.

Chester and five of his Wolfpack walked through to the Earth-side portal room, all of them big and bulky in war-form, and Chester beckoned to the mages on duty at the guard post. Callum braced for some sort of fight to break out, but apparently the agreements held for once and it just took some conversation. Shortly afterward the shifters wrestled the crossing ramp out of the portal itself, leaving it clear.

“Ready,” Chester said. “Move it.”

“Roger that,” Callum said, and reached out to wrap the big dimensional portal in a teleportation framework. Holding the teleport box stable against the massive mana flow took a lot of work, but he only had to hold it long enough to tap his vis crystals and shift the entire space over to the miniature fortress in the Rockies. He could see Chester relax as the portal vanished, before suddenly laughing.

“Could we get a ride back?” Chester asked, eyeing the place where the portal had been.

“Absolutely.”




Chapter 17 – Consolidation

Federal Agent Larry Johnson still wasn’t sure what to think of the prison. It wasn’t exactly the usual concrete cell block, and he and his fellow agents weren’t being treated badly, but it was definitely a prison. The claim that the walls were for their protection was, of course, not to be trusted, but after seeing the outside of the compound he had to admit it wasn’t entirely nonsense.

Some people still hadn’t admitted to themselves that they weren’t on earth, and that their captors weren’t human. There was some insistence that the whole thing was one big psyop, but Larry didn’t think it something on that scale was possible. The sky was wrong, the smells were wrong, the massive animals outside the walls were all too real, and the so-called shifters were definitely real. The ease with which they could handle even ex-Marines was sobering.

The outside courtyard of the walled compound was large enough and nice enough, and for lack of much else to do Larry was throwing a football around with some of the guys. A couple of the shifters were watching, eight-foot-tall wolf-men, who probably weren’t participating because they’d have to treat the federal agents like children. He threw the ball and then turned to look as a group of shifters emerged from the building that had to be the command center.

The weird part was that there was no way in there. Or rather, nothing visible, since it was composed entirely of flat, blank walls. Shifters seemed to just emerge from nowhere in particular along a section of wall, and vanish there just the same. It was strange and eye-hurting but it sure happened, and even when he’d managed to sneak over there he hadn’t been able to spot anything. Normally only one or two shifters at a time went through the invisible doorway but this time it was a whole group, and one of them looked to be very much in charge.

The football game ground to a halt as the big white-furred shifter approached, followed by several people who were obviously guards. Not that he seemed to need
 guards — Larry could tell just by the way the boss walked that he was a dangerous beast. Coupled with the insane strength and speed that the shifters had demonstrated, he was pretty sure the leader had nothing to fear from anything short of artillery.

“Mister Johnson,” the big shifter said, in a rumble like an idling tank. “Your time here is nearly at an end.”

“Yes, sir?” Larry said, trying to ignore the potentially dire implications of that statement.

“Come with me,” the shifter said, and Larry glanced at the other agents, gave them a sign, and trailed after the wolf-man. It was clear they weren’t quite
 wolves, so not exactly a mythical werewolf, but close enough to play one on television. Fortunately it didn’t seem they were man-eaters. Larry was led off to one of the smaller side buildings, a log cabin type construction. Once inside, the shifter waved to a normal human-sized chair in the living room while taking an oversized one for himself.

“My name,” the shifter said, “is Alpha Chester. Yes, the very same Chester Frederickson that you were being aimed at. I’m sure you’ve realized by now that there was something more at play than just a tax issue.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” The instructions had come from the top, but after seeing the weirdness that was in play, that didn’t really mean anything. He could add two and two together just fine.

“While you have no reason to believe me, the explanation is that your people were being used as a weapon by other supernatural interests against me.” Before Larry’s very eyes the big shifter – Chester – shimmered and changed, suddenly appearing human. One of the other shifters entered the room with a six-pack, tossing one beer to Chester and another to Larry, who caught it reflexively.

“Okay, and we’re here because of secrecy reasons?” The beer was just an ordinary domestic brand, so he shrugged and cracked it, hearing the hiss of carbonation.

“Pretty much. But we’re gearing up to dispense with that secrecy.” Chester took a sip of his beer. “We’ve been working to get our house in order first though, because you can just imagine what people would think if there were supernatural groups trying take over governments or siphon funds.”

“Yeah,” Larry agreed. “That’d be a problem.” He took a sip of his own drink, not entirely certain what to think. The pencil-pushers would probably have a lot to say about it, but he was mostly concerned about his own neck, and that of his men. “So why is this all happening now?”

“Mostly, because of The Ghost,” Chester said, with a chuckle. “Supernatural society got a shake-up and this is the fallout. I’ve thought it was coming for years, but he accelerated the process.”

“Who’s The Ghost?” Larry eyed Chester, concerned that actual ghosts were a possibility. Or maybe it was someone who was just as invisible to these people as they had been to him. Someone who could force a bunch of powerful people hidden in plain sight to dance to his tune was quite the threat.

“Someone who got fed up with the way normal people were treated,” Chester said. “Which I personally agree with. That’s why you’re here, and we’re talking.”

“To show you aren’t the bad guys?”

“Something like that,” Chester agreed. “When we get you back to the United States it’ll be nice if you all are read in on the situation already.”

“I’m not exactly high up in the food chain,” Larry said, just stating a fact. “I don’t think I can help you that much.”

“Sadly, you’re going to be,” Chester said with a laugh, and Larry took another long drink of beer. “Since you’re basically engaged in first contact. Most of us are good, law-abiding citizens, but we’re not human and we aren’t even like each other. We’ll try to get you all introduced to the various types before it’s time to open up.”

“Right,” Larry said, skeptical but figuring there would be no harm. “What else is there? Vampires?”

“Ha!” Chester laughed. “Not anymore. The Ghost took care of that.”

“Um.” He hadn’t expected that, and mentally raised the threat level of this Ghost up another notch. “Am I going to meet The Ghost, too?”

“That isn’t likely,” Chester said. “But believe me, he has a vested interest in your safety.”

***

“You don’t need to come yourself — after all, that’s not what you do anyway. But I need The Ghost at my shoulder for this.”

Callum didn’t sigh or frown. He’d brought this on himself, and Felicia’s request was entirely reasonable. It wasn’t like being virtually present was really
 that onerous a thing, even if he could swear that – magical healing or no – the stress was giving him more gray hairs.

“I suppose it doesn’t hurt that I have a few tricks to cow even the most recalcitrant of fae, either,” he said instead.

“It does not,” Felicia agreed.

“You’re going to have to teach me some of those tricks one day,” Ray observed, leaning into the pickup on the drone Felicia had been gifted. “I’m no slouch, but it’d help if I had more punch than just wind magic.”

“Most of what I do isn’t really
 reproducible,” Callum said. “But I’ll think about it. There might be something I can pass along.” It was easy enough to say, since he only used spatial magic, and mostly relied on his passive perceptions. A normal wind mage might as well have been another species for all he had in common. “Guess you might as well bring a drone. The bad pennies are okay but drones are more functional.”

“Do we have permission to modify your remote to make it more appropriate? No offense, but they tend toward more toward function than elegance.”

“I don’t mind, so long as it still works,” Callum said. He was sure Lucy would like to know what the new one looked like, too. They were less cobbled together at this point, so there was room to start discussing aesthetics.

“Dominic!” Felicia called, and very shortly a fae entered the relatively small perceptual bubble Callum was keeping around Felicia’s drone. She was residing in the strange fae parallel universe that he’d tracked the vampire through before, which Callum actually approved of. It represented a vector of attack that would have been unmonitored otherwise, and he wasn’t sure it was even possible to collapse the whole thing. Or that it was a good idea to do so. Having an extra, secret, and secure way to get around worked to the advantage of his allies just as much as it had once benefitted his enemies.

“Eure Majestät,” Dominic said, going to one knee. Through Callum’s perceptions he resembled a musclebound gnome more than anything. Felicia responded in the same language, and then handed the drone over to the gnome. Callum nearly kicked himself for thinking that the fae would work like an engineer. Instead of doing something as blasé as unscrewing the housing or breaking out the multimeter, the gnome took it away to a table that formed out of nowhere and began to sing something under his breath.

The liquid fae magic wrapped around and flowed through the drone. It didn’t touch the bad penny enchantment, but the housing and the electronics shifted and warped like they were made of putty. The process wasn’t instantaneous, but it was only a few minutes later that the drone had been changed into a small sphere with ducted turbines rather than quadrotors, the surface covered with a fine filigree that hid the camera protrusions, as well as the microphone and speakers. The decorations finished rippling into shape, forming the House Wells heraldry that Lucy had designed on one side of the drone, with Felicia’s winged cat logo on the other.

It floated into the air of its own accord, without needing to use the motors, which by itself made the device seem more like a fae ornament than a piece of technology. He couldn’t object to its self-propelled nature as it went to hover at Felicia’s shoulder either, since the entire point of that particular drone was to link him with the fae princess. The whole procedure was a reminder of exactly why he wore the cloak. Fae magic was completely unfair.

“Is that satisfactory?” Felicia asked.

“Yeah, it’s actually fantastic,” Callum admitted, and Felicia said something to Dominic, dismissing him and walking toward the edge of the big clearing that held the beginnings of her castle. Despite being conversant with all kinds of spatial shenanigans, he was still fascinated by the way the clearing it twisted and flexed its size and scale with Felicia’s movements, an opening appearing as if it had always been there as she walked.

What appeared to be a leisurely walk through a wooded path was anything but, judging by the sheer amount of mana in the air and the occasional twitch of nervous reflexes on Ray’s part. For once, Callum was relaxed when everyone else was nervous, the drone not even picking up any sound out of place. He found it a little bit amusing, though he would never say anything about it.

They stopped at a vine-entrapped crystal gateway standing improbably by itself in the middle of the woods: a Door of Glass, as Felicia had called it. She reached out and pricked her finger on one of the thorns that curled about the mirror’s frame, the drop of crimson staining the door before it swung open and Felicia and Ray stepped through. He recognized the destination, because he’d been there before, by drone at least. The court of Jissarrell.

It was as violent a place as ever, with at least two brawls that Callum could sense through his perceptions, and Felicia’s guards appeared out of her shadow to flank her and Ray. None of Jissarrell’s people approached though, instead falling away as Felicia walked through a short passageway, with a tiny pixie fae flying ahead to announce them.

“Princess Felicity Blackblood and Consort,” a voice boomed, and the court, centered around Jissarrel’s throne nestled in the trunk of an ancient oak, came to a halt. Ray and Felicia walked up to the base of the throne, but neither of them knelt, or even bowed. Jissarrell was the same as ever, a large and intimidating man of bark and vines and leaves, and he inclined his head to the pair of them.

“To what do I owe the pleasure?” Jissarrell asked, the voice creaking and cracking like groaning bark over the microphone. No glamour covered it.

“I am sure our visit comes as no surprise,” Ray said, speaking for Felicia. “My liege is here to collect your sworn oath. She has no desire to displace you or dispute your rule, change your court or even change your mind. The only commandment is that mortals must be treated by their own rules.”

“Not a very enticing prospect,” Jissarrell said, his court shifting and shuffling around. If Ray or Felicia seemed worried that they were surrounded, they didn’t show it.

“Perhaps not, but a necessary one. You surely know how the world is changing, and with GAR gone it falls to fae to govern themselves in their own way. Princess Felicity is offering autonomy for all but a few provisos.” Ray’s voice was reasonable, and reminiscent of the time he’d come to Callum’s door. Clearly he’d been working on his manner.

“Perhaps the offer is reasonable, but how is she going to enforce it? You’ve come to my Court with very little in the way of protection.”

“Have we?” Felicia spoke for the first time. “The Ghost has my back. Who has yours?”

“Jissarrell,” Callum spoke into the microphone. “I advise you to listen to Felicia.”

With his words, he could actually see the shift and change in the fae magic within Jissarrell’s enclave and Court. Obviously he didn’t have any fae magic himself – so far as he knew, the various types of supernatural power were incompatible – but fae magic knew him. Or at least, it knew The Ghost.

“I see,” Jissarrell said. “So you have decided to back power, rather than defy it?”

“I’ve only ever wanted one thing: for supernaturals to not prey on normal folks,” Callum replied. “Felicia’s offer is a pretty good deal, and it means I don’t have to worry about enacting punishment over the whole world for the rest of eternity.” Perhaps he shouldn’t have replied, but he was a little stung by the accusation. He hadn’t wanted to enforce anything, but unfortunately it had turned out that the only way to get people to play nice was one person with a really big stick.

Callum’s contribution wasn’t exactly eloquent, but Jissarrell was apparently brighter than some of his compatriots back in Faerie. He leaned back with the groan of shifting wood and then nodded. With that capitulation, the Court shifted, lifting Ray and Felicia up above Jissarrell’s throne on a dais. Abruptly, they were the masters of the Court and Jissarrell was the petitioner.

Jissarrell left his throne, kneeling before Felicia as he made his oaths. Callum would have felt that his contribution was effectively nonexistent, were it not for the way that he had seen the magic shift. His reputation was putting in a lot of work.

“Rise, Prince Jissarrell,” Felicia spoke once again. “You have Our approval to govern your Court as you see fit. We have no interest in your internal affairs, nor do We need tribute. Only your commitment to preventing abuse of, or conflict with, mundanes.”

“That should not be a problem,” Jissarrell assured them. “Most of those with that sort of predilection have already been removed.” He cast a glance at the drone hovering at Felicia’s shoulder and Callum suppressed a snort. It had been years since he’d dealt with that particular wild hunt, but he still remembered it. So did everyone else, it seemed.

It seemed that was all, for after that Felicia and Ray moved on. Which Callum appreciated, so he didn’t have to sit and pay attention through endless diplomatic niceties. They went back through the parallel reality, emerging in Florida to deal with Ferrochar. Callum didn’t think it was coincidence that they’d started with the fae that had actually interacted with Callum. The Ghost was more real to them.

Unlike Jissarrell, Ferrochar seemed entirely happy to see Felicia, as if he’d been waiting for the opportunity. The members of his court weren’t violent at all, but every single one of them was loaded down with gold or silver or gems, to the point where it went far past being tasteful and became an ugly sort of opulence. They all seemed happy enough with it though, so it wasn’t really for him to criticize.

“We’re looking forward to opening relations with the mundanes,” Ferrochar confided to Felicia after he gave his oaths. “There will be more business opportunities, more reputation to be had. We can advertise magically-protected vaults!”

“Yeah, that’s all well and good, but he probably shouldn’t use this opportunity to financially prey on people either,” Lucy put in, having joined him just to see the reshaped drone. “Like, insider trading type rules. Gonna be a lot of disruption when things go public.”

“Good point,” Callum said, and opened the mic to pass that along to Felicia. Ferrochar looked almost hurt by the insinuation.

“Of course not!” He said, as if it were unthinkable. “Simply being more trustworthy is enough of an advantage, and we will certainly be under close scrutiny at the beginning. Integrity can be made very
 valuable.”

Callum figured that would have to be good enough. He couldn’t demand to see the receipts and, even if he did, lacked the expertise or interest to spot any chicanery. Even Lucy would probably have issues, so he had to trust to the fae’s word and whatever magical enforcement was involved.

With Ravaeb’s court dispersed, there apparently weren’t any other fae power centers in North America, just the small individual fae that had mostly been snapped up by the American Alliance. Those that weren’t could be attended to by Felicia’s subordinates — now that she had
 subordinates. The next few stops were somewhat more difficult for him, because he had no idea what anyone was saying. Felicia and Ray were multilingual, but Callum wasn’t.

Fortunately his role was very easy. All he had to do was flex a small bit of anti-mana if the fae in question seemed recalcitrant. He was not, fortunately, a bodyguard or anything of that nature. Felicia could take care of herself in that regard, and it’d be hard to read the room anyway. Fae weren’t human and could flip between emotions without any warning at all.

The shortcut dimension that Felicia used meant that he lost track of exactly where they were fairly early on, though he recognized some of the languages. German, French, Swahili. He wasn’t aware that there were so many fae princes throughout the world, though at the same time, it was surprising there were so few.

Felicia was first attacked in France by the fae leader there, a large, bestial sort dressed in the finest fashion of two hundred years ago at the center of a Court that looked like a miniature Versailles. Callum had been prepared to intervene with a blast of anti-mana or possibly the anti-material rifle, but it wasn’t necessary. Ray had stopped him cold with a blast of air mana – which probably shouldn’t have worked, as far as Callum understood it – and then Felicia spoke.

“Yield
 .” Despite the word being in English, it had dropped the French prince and his entire court to their knees. Callum could practically mark Felicia’s power level by the amount of people her commands affected. Though maybe she was still holding back; he had no idea how exactly the fae magic worked.

“I feel fairly irrelevant,” Callum remarked as Felicia left the Swahili-speaking court and its tiger-men behind. “It’s been interesting, I suppose, but not really my business most of the time.”

“On the contrary,” Felicia said. “Your presence makes me much
 more powerful. I know you can’t really feel it, but your story – especially after your demonstration in Faerie – makes your backing extremely potent.”

“Even I can feel it,” Ray remarked. “It’s like a strong tailwind, only for magic. An odd sensation.”

“I’ve heard of having your reputation work for you, but this is something else!” Lucy said with a laugh.

“We need to formalize the Earth Alliance,” Felicia mused. “Without your authority, it doesn’t really exist.”

“Since when am I an authority?” Callum sighed, but he kept the mic off. Felicia didn’t need to hear his grumbling.

“Anyone big and scary is an authority,” Lucy said, poking his side. “And that’s you.”

***

“I wish we had a better idea of what is going on Earth-side,” Archmage Tasser complained, though he didn’t stop weaving metal through the protective dome meant to keep out the worst of the Deep Wild’s creatures. The massive raptors and other flying things were quite capable of preying on the unwary mage, even with shields. Archmages had nothing to fear, but any operation needed more than just their best.

“I’m not sure it really matters.” Janry shrugged, summoning stone from raw mana and spinning out buildings for their encampment. “Until and unless they openly engage with the mundanes – and believe me, we’d hear about that
 in advance – all they can do is spin their wheels. I’m sure they’ve got plenty of internal opposition to deal with — ones they can’t just cow into submission. Not with how bleeding-heart they are.”

“I don’t think they’re as soft as you say,” Moravin argued, helping Tasser with the metalwork. “I don’t think you
 think they’re as soft as you say, otherwise we’d be doing this comfortably in our Houses.”

Janry grunted, acknowledging the fact. It was almost certain that some of the other Houses were keeping an eye on Janry, and Faerie itself was questionable. After that pet princess had cowed the Lesser Courts, he couldn’t trust that they wouldn’t pay some extra attention to any temporary outpost. Especially since there were some people from the Greater Courts arriving and sniffing around, which Janry trusted even less. So they were stuck with the Deep Wilds, which weren’t bad, but not nearly as nice as Faerie.

The rest of the mages they’d brought along were attending to the minor details to make the compound more livable, some of them making small alterations of the archmages’ work, others installing basic enchantments. Nothing overly fancy, since they didn’t intend to do more than stage some operations from the compound. No more than a few months of work, or maybe a year at the outside.

“We still have all the intelligence from GAR before they were taken apart,” Janry said instead. An irritatingly large amount of records had been seized and still not returned to the appropriate authorities, but Janry had the prior reports, at least. “We know how the governments are structured, where they’re located. Who to target. I doubt much will have changed in the past few weeks.”

“Well, we still need to—” Moravin was interrupted by one of his subordinates emerging from the private teleporter and rushing over to them.

“Archmages,” the man said, offering a perfunctory bow. “They’ve seized control of the Deep Wilds portal. The Earth-side location has been altered.”

“That was faster than I thought,” Janry said with a frown. He wasn’t truly
 surprised, since it was an obvious next step. “That is why we have the teleports.” One benefit of that damnable Wells was that teleportation links had become far more available for personal use. Not to House Janry directly – the Guild of Enchanting was still rather reserved on that matter – but he had enough allies and contacts to get them indirectly.

“Is it even worth figuring out where the Earth side is?” Tasser asked, watching other, lesser mages appear through other teleport foci with furniture and supplies. “We’ll need it eventually but prowling around now might just tip our hand.”

“Agreed,” Janry said, nodding to the messenger. “It’s useful to know – best to not even try to cross through the main portal – but we don’t need it now.”

“Right.” Tasser waved dismissal, and they continued to work. The reason for the compound was simple enough — practice. There had been enough half-baked groping around and vague plans carried out ad-hoc. They were going to do things right.

The basic bones were simple enough, they just needed to frame the American Alliance – Earth Alliance, now – as the villains of the piece. It wasn’t even that hard, since Wells had precipitated the vampire slaughter and Chester’s name was already mud. All it would take would be a few pushes here and there, some falsified documentation and meeting the right people.

Executing it so that none of the blowback hit the rest of the supernaturals and there were no cracks for the Earth Alliance to stick a wedge in, to blame things on House Janry or its allies, was harder. If that wasn’t possible, at the very least he’d have to make sure he was personally safe. There was no point otherwise. They also had to make sure that the teleport connections they had to Earth were secure — while it was possible they could leave through the Faerie portal, that was almost certainly being watched. It had been some time since the Houses had done more than jostle each other, but most Archmages remembered the early days. Janry, Moravin and Tasser, at least, knew how to shore up their flanks.

Admittedly they hadn’t been doing the best job, but Wells’ ability to create new portal worlds had come out of nowhere and undercut all their plans. Sadly, it wasn’t possible to prepare for contingencies nobody had ever seen coming. That and the devouring weapon that Wells had demonstrated were significant issues, but not unresolvable. If only Wells himself weren’t so damnably difficult to get at.

Janry mused at that while they finished the basic work for their operating base, their little black site as Taisen would put it, and decided he’d put in another visit to Duvall. There was only one real counter to Wells’ spatial nonsense, and that was their own spatial mage. She had been quite deficient, and she really needed to step up.

After ensuring that the work could continue without his direct attention, Janry took the teleporter back to his House, only to immediately turn around and take another one to return to the Deep Wilds. The second jump was to the central area of the massive tree that housed the main portal and all the Houses that had settled in the Deep Wilds. Power had long ago centralized itself in Faerie, with the biggest and oldest of the Houses, but some holdouts like House Duvall had refused to move there.

He swept the area by habit, but as the mountain-sized tree lacked stone his active vis pulses were not quite as sensitive as they should have been. Another reason why he was not so enamored with that particular portal world. There wasn’t even good bedrock, just boulders.

Janry energized his flight focus and headed upward, not really needing the signs that pointed to the enormous limb that House Duvall had claimed. It was somewhat rude to drop in without any prior warning, but that was offset by Janry coming himself rather than sending a messenger. Not that a messenger would have been appropriate anyway, since he wanted to talk archmage to archmage.

A shifter butler greeted him and guided him to a front room that was put together with a very careful eye toward aesthetics, everything matching and color-coordinated. One of Duvall’s quirks, and probably took time that she could have better spent on magic, but that was her business. He only wished she had been more inventive, and then Wells wouldn’t have blindsided everybody.

“What.” Janry blinked at Duvall’s annoyed snap as she almost stomped into the room. She’d only kept him waiting maybe five minutes, which meant that she was eager to be rid of him.

“Archmage Duvall,” Janry said, standing and giving her a proper bow, to remind her that he deserved the respect appropriate an archmage if nothing else. “I know I arrived without any prior warning, but I wanted to discuss the current state of affairs with you and the usual channels are somewhat suspect at the moment.”

“Mmph.” Duvall scowled and then waved him to sit, taking the chair across from him. “You know I’m staying out of that. I don’t want anything to do with what’s going on. House Duvall only concerns itself with spatial products.”

“Yes, exactly,” Janry nodded agreement. “That is what I wanted to discuss. The proliferation of portal worlds has put us at somewhat of a disadvantage — which yes, you do not care about, but House Janry would be interested in purchasing a similar service from you
 .” He didn’t ask if she could do it. At this point virtually all of Wells’ secrets had been laid bare and he was certain that Duvall could duplicate it.

“You want me to create new portal world access,” Duvall said, not really a question.

“I do,” Janry admitted. “I won’t insult your pride by insinuating you can’t do it, though I do wonder why you haven’t yet.”

“It’s dangerous,” Duvall said flatly. “You saw what Wells did. That mana-devouring burst was no weapon. It’s what’s outside the walls of the universe, and all it takes is a little bit of carelessness for it to be permanent. Would you
 care to have a mana-devouring hole permanently placed in Faerie?”

“I would not,” Janry said, considering the apocalyptic potential of such a thing. “That is even more reason to remove Wells and—”

“I am not
 interested
 .” Duvall cut him off. “He uses it as a weapon, don’t give him more reasons to use it. It’s not even the only danger from opening portal worlds — there are monsters in some of them.”

“We’re archmages,” Janry scoffed. “We managed to tame the Deep Wilds and Night Lands well enough.”

“Monsters the size of worlds and more powerful than dragons,” Duvall growled, pointing a finger at him. “Not mere beasts. We’re only lucky that none of them are close enough to our reality to survive here long. But for anyone who opens a portal, the consequences could be dire.”

“So give it long enough and the Wells problem might solve itself,” Janry said thoughtfully.

“Perhaps. He’s clearly adept at using portals remotely, so perhaps not.” Duvall shrugged, unbothered by either possibility. “I could attempt to open such portals, but the risk is too high and House Duvall has enough to do already.”

“I see,” Janry said, frustrated by Duvall’s instant dismissal. “You’re not interested in opening new portals at all? House Janry has access to quite a vault; price is no object.”

“No,” Duvall said with finality. “If you want one, make nice with the Guild of Enchantment. It’s not hard.”

“Very well,” Janry said. “I apologize for wasting your time.” He knew it was useless to try further threats or cajoling, but he would come back around to Duvall eventually. Janry did not intend to be deprived of such a valuable resource.




Chapter 18 – Alliance

The glade inside the Ways of Earth was no longer a simple clearing. Nor was it small. While the perimeter was not all that much larger than it had been when she’d first controlled it, the interior had bent to encompass several hundred square miles in order to accommodate Felicia’s Court. The central tree and its attendant spirit remained, though it too had grown, and was now large enough to rival some of its progenitors in Faerie.

Fae artisans had assembled a courtyard manor under the massive spreading boughs of the tree, not quite a castle, but a grand and stately residence for someone of proper stature to live. Ivy crawled on polished stone and windows gleamed, while inside carpets and burnished wood gave dozens of rooms – including a grand ballroom – the feeling of comfort and coziness rather than cold opulence.

Beyond the manor was a spread of villages in a half dozen different styles, ranging from pre-industrial Japanese rustic ruralism to chrome retrofuturism americana. Felicia approved the enclaves. She didn’t want her subjects to conform to the same style, because she was supposed to encompass all the fae on Earth, and enforcing a singular style for her seat of power would have undermined that effort. It also made the factions somewhat more visible, which was all to the good as she would be grappling with them for some time yet.

It was one thing to overwhelm a fae prince with direct force and extract an oath, and it was another thing to expect true loyalty. The story of any ruler included scheming those who wished their treason to prosper. If it had seemed far too easy to extract the fealty of various fae princes, most of them through raw and naked threat, that was because it was only the first step. A prelude to a long silent struggle and political turmoil that would have to be kept out of sight.

Felicia walked out of the manor, down the exquisitely-carved path that led out into the broader Earth-side Ways. Some of it had been done by artisans, but some of it had been done by the Ways themselves, the surroundings shifting and changing as it absorbed the workings of hundreds of fae with access to Earth technology and ideas. The Ways were taking on their own character, reflecting Earth’s terrain, its flora and fauna, its places of importance.

As a child grew and eventually left her parents behind, so too was it time for the Earth’s Ways to part with Faerie’s. Her authority over the Ways had finally reached the point that she could secure her borders, and declare Earth separate from Faerie. With Ray at her right hand, a procession formed behind her, drawn less by any proclamation on her part as by the reflection of her own intentions onto her demesne. Like an incoming tide, the pressure was palpable.

Some of those falling in behind her were those she’d hijacked from their original jobs, like Balobob and Intinkity, while others were those who had sought her out. Those included Dominic, Castellar, and other artisans who definitely wanted to serve actual royalty, as well as those who just wanted protection.

Their power and prowess added to hers, integrated with hers, and while they weren’t exactly servants she could order about – not that she wanted to – they were still subjects who worked for her goals. Balobob’s archive formed the basis of the manor basement, and the massive expansion of the glade. Intinkity’s guarding of gateways had translated into more secure travel along the Ways, and both of those fae had become more than they’d ever thought they would under GAR.

Her train grew as she proceeded to the edge of the glade, the woods shifting and parting to reveal a sun-dappled, tree-shaded pathway winding widdershins in a way that should have simply looped back to the clearing, but didn’t. It was broad enough to fit the entire procession, the very action of walking it acknowledging and reinforcing the path’s reality and making it firm.

The path slowly looped, never intersecting itself, three full revolutions before it ended at a spit of land, a cliff jutting out over great dark seas stretching in all directions. A similar jut of forested rock rose facing them, only a small gap between the two, a crevasse bridged by precarious rope and wooden slats. All of it was real, and all of it was metaphor.

There were fae on the other side of the bridge, though they were not organized. Merely watchers or guards, with little enthusiasm for being stuck in the Ways so long. The primeval forest behind them was more bloodthirsty than the one that bent to Felicia’s will, and it was very clear that only monsters lived there. When Felicia emerged with her entourage, several individuals in animal guises bolted off, but they would be too late regardless of who they reported to.

Felicia could have simply severed the connection. It would have been difficult, but it was possible. There wasn’t any real point, though, as a new one would have formed eventually and been far more tenacious, and she didn’t want to completely sever herself from Faerie. She just needed to control it.

“Let there be a great bridge of stone and steel
 ,” she said softly, and felt the talents and magics of some of those at her back twining into her words. A great stone arch burst forth from the ground in front of them, rising toward the sky, and cables whipped out from its top. A walkway spun itself into existence as the cables raced forward, crossing a gap that widened itself in response, going from mere crevasse to a deep gorge. In a matter of minutes a stone-anchored suspension bridge crossed it, high and wide.

“Let there be an impassable gate
 ,” she said. “Let it be sealed against any and all who have no right or invitation to be here
 .” That took a slightly different set of talents, heavy silver and iron sliding down from the archway on their side like the closing of an enormous jaw, thudding into the ground with an impact that shuddered through the earth.

It had no obvious means of opening, but the upper portion of the stone arch above the gate formed itself into an ornate house, sized for someone only a few inches tall. Intinkity Belle flitted forward, and the moment she crossed the threshold of the miniature dwelling the heavy metal bars of the gateway shivered, twisting themselves into fanciful patterns and assembling Felicia’s crest to cover the center of the gate. Felicia felt the strain as she pushed forth her own power, trying to finalize a separation of worlds with a fresh and untested authority.

For a moment she trembled, and then Ray’s hand was at her back, his presence strengthening her resolve and the final length of the bridge spun itself into place. There was a sound like the ringing of an enormous bell, once, twice, and then a third time. The bridge shuddered and settled into place, cables taking up slack and obdurate stone melding with the ground. There was the feeling of a sigh from behind her as the changes washed over them, and Felicia turned around to regard her subjects.

“I, Queen Felicity Blackblood, declare Earth as its own, separate, and sovereign realm. We are peers with Faerie, not a colony, subordinate, or untamed land. Guests will find us welcoming; intruders and trespassers of the fae will find only their own end.”

Her pronouncement didn’t generate cheers, but more of a grim and knowing chuckle. Most of those on Earth were there because they didn’t want anything to do with Faerie, either the Greater or Lesser Courts. While they didn’t all necessarily welcome her rulership, it was better than being trampled by the old and vicious rulers that saw Earth as nothing more than a plaything.

She had more power in the Ways than on the vast surface of Earth’s globe, but one influenced the other. Eventually she would control the portal itself, and that would make certain things easier, but holding the Ways was vital. Even if the portal itself were destroyed, the Ways would remain.

“This is the beginning,” she said to the assembled fae. “I name myself Queen not from a desire for power but because without that sovereignty, we are nothing. Just scattered barbarians for the Lesser Courts to prey upon. As a single kingdom, we have rights and borders and the power to contest them. We can protect our own — and protect the mundanes, who provide this home.” She looked around, left, right, and put her hand over Ray’s, where it rested on her arm.

“We have work to do.”

***

“You’ve got work to do,” Lucy said cheerfully, walking into the room where Callum doing some of the early magic exercises with Alex. There was, sadly, a limit on the guidance he could give, both because he didn’t use the shell method and because his internal vis method had made it impossible for him to see magic the way most mages did, with the naked eye. His spatial sense had a better fidelity for structure, but translating that to what Alex should see took some doing.

“I always have work to do,” Callum said, and put down the practice enchantment. “Okay, kiddo, we can take a break.”

“Yeah!” Alex said, and hopped up, running over to the door and vanishing into the back yard. Then he ran back, gave Callum a hug, and ran off again before Callum could even say anything.

“So much energy,” Callum said, shaking his head. “What’s going on?”

“Time to put on your dancing shoes, or at least the suit again.” Lucy joined him on the couch, putting down the laptop she was carrying and leaning back with a grunt, laying her hands on her swollen belly. “Taisen’s on the line. We’ve got another fancy event to go,” she said, as Callum put his hand on hers. Archmage Taisen was visible on the screen, and Callum nodded to him, reaching out to adjust the laptop angle slightly.

“Mister Wells.” Taisen’s voice came from the laptop, and Callum nodded to the man, adjusting the laptop angle slightly to center himself and Lucy in the pickup.

“What’s going on?” Callum inquired, not really expecting anything official after the summit meeting. Not until it was time to break supernatural secrecy for good.

“We’re making the Earth Alliance official,” Taisen said. “With GAR out of the way and the Archmage’s Council at least considering our legitimacy, we need to push before the momentum lags.”

“Right,” Callum said, not even tempted to argue. Like it or not, he was one of the main guarantors for the Earth Alliance, and Chester had been right. He had to act like a sovereign power, which meant he had certain responsibilities. “When and where?”

“House Hargrave is hosting,” Taisen told him. “Two days from now. I know it’s not much notice, but we want to get this done before Janry starts to move. No matter what he does, it’s better that we act from a position of legitimacy.”

“I’d rather just nuke him and be done with it,” Callum muttered, since Janry had more than earned a kiloton rebuke. But that’d just undermine the attempts at legitimate authority — unless Janry attacked again. In which case it was just proper self defense.

“The day is coming, I’m certain,” Taisen agreed. Callum hadn’t yet been able to sneak a drone in to the secret compound that Janry’s people had set up, not with the jamming and the sweeps they made specifically for anything out of place, but he had left one with shifters who were lurking around to keep an eye on things. “In the meantime, it is better that we band together than stand separately.”

“Yeah.” Gone were the days of just hiding away from authority and hoping they’d forget about him. He was
 the authority, and nobody dared ignore his presence. Perhaps it had always been inevitable that the only way he’d be left alone was to make it so people feared crossing him. “Anything in particular you need me to do?”

“Just a repeat of your performance at the summit,” Taisen said. “Though with fewer explosions. There won’t be too many surprises, but the Archmage’s Council will
 be there.”

“Right,” Callum said, considering. “Lucy, I think you and Alex can come to this one. Alex might have to stay with the other kids, though.” It wasn’t like House Hargrave was unfamiliar, considering Alex went there for the mage equivalent of preschool. Though most of him still wanted to keep them in the private portal world, away from prying eyes and any possible threat, that wasn’t fair to them. He didn’t want to be a tyrant, and that was as true with his own family as with the world at large.

“Gonna need a lot of tailoring on my dress,” Lucy said, lightly patting her middle.

“Good thing we’ve already been to Savile Row,” Callum replied.

Unlike with the summit, Callum didn’t worry about making an entrance. He arrived with his family like usual, through the dedicated drone, and Alex went off to see his friends while Lucy met with Gayle. So near to term, both Lucy and Gayle wanted a magical healer checking things regularly.

Archmage Hargrave himself welcomed Callum, showing him to a big courtyard where mages and shifters were setting up furniture and snacks. There was definitely some magic involved in the weather, though it was a pleasant spring day regardless. Pleasant, but not quite a match for his own private portal world.

“None of Janry’s people will be here, of course,” Hargrave said, walking the perimeter of the courtyard with Callum as chairs and tables floated into place. “Not even the entire Council is going to be here. In fact, I’m pretty sure we’ll outnumber the neutral Houses.”

“At least one of them is going to be a Janry spy, or sympathetic anyway,” Callum pointed out, watching one of the shifter maids supervise place settings. “At this point, it’s clear he’s treading the path of the tyrant and he wouldn’t dare let his enemies meet without having an eye on it.”

“Which is all to the good. There’s the faintest possibility that the alliance might pressure him enough to stop his foolishness.” Hargrave didn’t sound hopeful, but Callum had to agree with him. Even a small chance they could avert a conflict with Janry was worthwhile, and they didn’t need to sneak around in the dark anymore anyway.

Lucy emerged from the interior with Gayle, and Hargrave passed Callum off to them as he went to go play host. There was still some kind of teleport network in place even with GAR gone, as most everyone seemed to be arriving through a portal frame set up inside its own set of wards in front of the main building.

“Honestly, I’m a little excited,” Gayle confessed to them, taking a glass of some kind of supernatural wine that was probably worth more than Callum’s house. “We’re almost ready to start reaching out to the mundanes, and I’ve got an entire staff for that. Granddad let me be in charge of the diplomacy for House Hargrave.”

“Oh, they’ll love you,” Lucy said, and Callum couldn’t disagree. Gayle’s charisma assured at least some degree of success, assuming she could deal with the scavengers. She came off as personally naïve to some extent, but her family and her House certainly were not.

Callum had thought himself early, but people were arriving despite the courtyard barely being set up. Felicia and Ray, in finery that could only be described as restrained opulence, then Wizzy, who was dressed in jeans and a plain white tee once again. Shahey showed up with another dragonblooded in tow, but the avatar looked female so he guessed it was the one who went by Miri. Both of them were using the oversized reptile-folk avatars and toted huge swords, which was probably a statement about their purpose at the meeting.

Rossi was the first one not inside the inner circle to arrive, and he was accompanied by Archmage Montgomery, the man he’d met at the summit before things took a turn for the dramatic. The round-faced man made a beeline for them and actually offered Lucy his hand, which was definitely
 not something normal archmages did.

“I do hope this new alliance works out better than GAR did,” Montgomery said, eyeing Shahey and Wizzy as they chatted.

“You knew GAR was a problem?” Callum had to restrain himself from asking why Montgomery hadn’t done anything about it. He couldn’t expect everyone to turn vigilante.

“Not until the wheels started coming off,” Montgomery replied. “It was supposed to keep Earth from getting out of hand and give our younger mages experience with combat and the portal worlds. It did that, so I never really paid attention to it.”

“That’s depressingly reasonable,” Callum said, swirling his glass and taking a sip of the wine. It did taste a little unusual, but he didn’t have the palate to pinpoint exactly what about it was supernatural. Assuming he could even taste that part. “So you’re not really upset at us for taking it apart.”

“I wouldn’t go that
 far,” Montgomery said, with a broad smile. “If you hadn’t stepped up with the portal worlds, there might have been issues. But the portal worlds, the new electronic networks and delivery services — all of these serve to salve the ego.”

Callum blinked. It wasn’t exactly a threat, and Montgomery was still friendly, but it was a good reminder that the people he was working with were much the same as cutthroat corporate executives the world over. It wasn’t Montgomery’s business to care about anyone else’s well-being but his own, and his House’s.

“I’m glad that things worked out then,” Callum said, glancing over to where Lucy was laughing over something with Lisa. Chester was just prowling the grounds, clearly impatient. He obviously wanted to get things done quickly and Callum couldn’t blame him. Chester’s entire family had been displaced and this was one step toward fixing that.

“I guess I’m a little surprised that you’re so blasé about this,” he continued, less certain about Montgomery’s attitude with that revelation. “Opening up the supernatural and all.” Montgomery chuckled, pulling an hors d’oeuvres to himself with a flip of telekinesis.

“I’m old,” he said, despite being one of the younger-looking Archmages. “I remember back when we could be killed by anyone with a sword or a bow or just a torch and some enthusiasm. I actually remember
 what it’s like to be afraid of mundanes. That weapon you showed us just brings it back to the same point. This time, though, we’re in a position to negotiate.”

“I never thought of it from that perspective before,” Callum said, having to take several mental steps back. “I was raised mundane, after all.” He wasn’t regretting his plan at all, he just hadn’t thought about the idea that mages like Montgomery had put together their secret society for the same reason Callum had gone off the grid. Even now, if people started manifesting magical powers they would be put under lock and key by the government, so that particular worry hadn’t entirely gone away.

“So long as you’re not anti-mage,” Montgomery said, chuckling at his own non-joke.

“Certainly not,” Callum assured him. “I’m a mage, and my son is a mage. I definitely don’t want us to become second-class citizens! I just don’t want others to considered that way.” He pursed his lips in thought. “Is that worry, the anti-mage stuff, why Janry is trying so hard to control Earth?” Callum asked, more out of morbid curiosity than any interest in sympathizing with the man.

“No, he was born after mages had already separated themselves.” Montgomery shook his head. “I wouldn’t call him young
 , but he never had the proper fear for his own life instilled in him.”

“That makes a depressing amount of sense,” Callum sighed. “You’d think that a nuke would instill that fear but I guess not.”

“There’s a difference between a show of force, and knowing that you’re surrounded by an entire people willing to put a knife in you,” Montgomery said.

“You don’t have to tell me
 that,” Callum said, thinking of his early days on the run from supernatural authority. He still didn’t really trust them, but there was a big difference between being a hapless new mage hiding out and the leader of his own House.

Mages continued to arrive for the next hour or so, trickling through the portal in ones and twos, and most of them weren’t even archmages. He was dutifully introduced to them all, but most he didn’t and wouldn’t remember. It was strange having to suppress the urge to offer his hand every time, a reflex left over from years of living like a normal person.

Half the mages were from House Hargrave or House Taisen, and half the rest were from other Houses located on Earth. Hargrave and Taisen weren’t the only Houses left, and as a matter of course the rest of them had been invited. Only six archmages and twice that many lesser mages were from the Archmage’s Council, but so far as Callum understood it that was pretty good representation. There weren’t all that many archmages to begin with, and not every House had an Archmage, the cadet Houses especially.

Most of them gave Shahey and Miri a wide berth, which amused Callum to no end. He was in an admittedly unusual position, but the dragonblooded had always seemed reasonable to him. Though from his perspective everyone
 there was doing impossible things and could squash him flat if they were so inclined and he was off-guard. For mages used to being impervious and in control, it might be different.

At some point, presumably once all the guests had arrived, Hargrave stood and raised his hand for attention. He flared some sort of vis construct too, probably something eye-catching to mages, but Callum still couldn’t see it. Something that he had yet to figure out.

“Attention, everyone,” Hargrave said. “Today marks the official formation of the Earth Alliance. This is a momentous day, but it is important to emphasize that we are not going to be like the Guild of Arcane Regulation. This alliance has no advisory board, no bureaucracy. It’s an agreement between peers, all of us that remain here on Earth, and a simple one at that. We do not treat mundanes as prey. Not like lessers, but not like fellow supernaturals.” He looked around at the assembled people and then gestured Felicia and Shahey forward.

“We dragons know that introducing magic and the existence of the supernatural to a population is fraught with issues,” Shahey said, his deep voice booming through the courtyard. “We know that everyone will benefit from proper relations with Earth at large, and so we are willing to lend our strength to enforcing the very few provisions of the alliance. We are not a police, we will not settle disagreements between Houses or Fae. But we will make sure that there is no conflict between the supernatural and the mundane.”

That seemed to be all he had to say, for he merely offered a bow and stepped back. Felicia stepped forward, resplendent in her black and white and gold dress armor, cloak billowing in the wind. Ray stood at her elbow, colors matching, and looking rather more imposing than he had as an agent.

“I am Felicity Blackblood, daughter of King Oberon and Queen Mab,” she said, though he doubted there was anyone there who didn’t know who she was. “I have assumed the sovereignty of all fae here on Earth, bringing it into a single demesne. One that is separate from Faerie. This will have no affect on most of you, even if you have prior arrangements with the local fae, save that it may be easier to entice some of us to work for you.

“This demesne and this alliance means that some fae are no longer welcome on Earth. They are monsters, and humans cannot abide monsters.” Felicia nodded in Callum’s direction, and he suppressed a laugh. “But nobody here should want monsters either. Even wielded against your enemies, they are an uncommonly treacherous tool. As Queen, I can’t claim all such monsters have been removed, but they are not welcome here.”

That last statement got some reactions, albeit muted ones. Hospitality was an ancient tradition, and while Callum wasn’t sure exactly what stories Felicia was using, it sounded like she was giving supernaturals free license to kill off anyone still trying to prey on regular people. Possibly even incentive.

Felicia’s speech was followed by Taisen, expanding the remit of the Defensores Mundi
 to defense both from the portal worlds – a threat that was much diminished in the modern day, and without the Night Lands to worry about – and from bad actors within the supernatural community. Then Chester, who was fairly blunt about his desire to coexist with regular people. He even avoided the term mundanes
 .

“Unlike Queen Felicity, I don’t have control of all of Earth’s shifters, nor do I want it.” Chester finished, nodded to another shifter, who nodded back. Callum hadn’t realized there were other shifter representatives, but he’d basically never met anyone who wasn’t part of Chester’s pack.

“Most of us are represented here and, like Queen Felicity, we consider those who desire to prey on humans as monsters. Of all the supernaturals, we work closest with the non-magical population, so I don’t deny we have the most to gain from this. We’ll also be the ones doing the most to enforce it, as we’re spread out over more area and will see trouble first.”

Clearly the speeches were aimed at the Archmage’s Council people, since he didn’t need Chester or Taisen to tell him what they were doing. Though on further reflection, a recording of the Alliance might well be part of the initial opening with conventional authority. Proof that the Alliance was full of good guys.

All propaganda, of course. Most of the people there had their own interests and were signing onto the Alliance because it was the best option, not because of any moral consideration. Which was just as well, because if the agreement relied on good people with pure hearts it would never come into existence.

“I am Huitzilin, though you may call me Wizzy. If anyone causes trouble in Central or South America, I will remove them.” Wizzy’s speech wasn’t really even that, just the two sentences delivered in blunt threat. Despite his lack of finery, or perhaps because of it, he radiated absolute danger.

Callum was last. He didn’t have much of a speech either, and would have preferred to skip the whole thing and just sign, but this was important. In a way it was the culmination of what he’d worked for, something to keep both him and normal people safe from the supernatural. Just before he went up he did chew on an antacid, just as a precaution.

“I am Archmage Wells, but most of you know me as The Ghost,” Callum said, looking over the gathered people. Some he recognized, most he didn’t. Despite being mostly focused on the ceremony, he kept his senses stretched out to check if there were any unexpected mage bubbles approaching. It would have been a perfect time to crash the party, though with all the archmages and the dragonblooded’s archmage-level vis nobody would get very far.

“This is the last time most of you will ever see me,” he continued. “You know what I have done, what I can do. What I want is a future where my family and I, and people like us, need not worry about the depredations of the supernatural. I will back this alliance with all my skill.”

It wasn’t as impressive a threat as Wizzy’s, but he would rather let the alliance and its agreements be front and center. He didn’t want attention for himself, any more than he already had at least. Almost everyone there was benefitting either from his portal worlds or his teleportation enchantments, not to mention Lucy’s work on setting up digital conveniences. He was more than happy to fade into the background.

Hargrave brought out the actual document they were to sign, which was fairly short. It wasn’t a legal agreement and there weren’t many requirements on the Alliance either, not even mutual defense pacts. The vast majority of the oversized vellum document was reserved for the signatures.

They weren’t just signing with normal ink, of course. Rossi had brought a pot of ink that was somehow a banic alloy suspension, and sealing wax that had been similarly treated. Callum was glad that he’d gotten a heads-up enough to practice using that kind of ink pen, though he vaguely knew what he was doing from calligraphy classes lifetimes ago when he was still in college.

Callum was the first one to put his name to the Alliance. He signed it just as The Ghost
 , and pressed the printed-that-morning House Wells seal into the molten wax next to his name, investing both with his vis. It wasn’t an enchantment, just an extra indication that the signature was his. The rest followed suit, and he stood back while Lucy slipped her arm around his, watching the proceedings.

There was still an immense amount of work to do, and of course Janry and his cronies still meant them harm, but something in Callum’s gut eased as the signatures and seals trailed their way down the long scroll. The summit had been his debut, but here and now he had finally shed his past as a fugitive and outlaw. He was a peer, a force to be reckoned with, and someone not to cross.

He was his own power, and he would be able to raise his family outside the trappings of secrecy or tyranny.




Chapter 19 – Blitz

“It doesn’t change anything.”

Archmage Janry wasn’t too impressed by the official creation of the Earth Alliance. That’s what he’d been calling it for a while, and just signing a paper didn’t really do much. The only consequence was the Earth Alliance being closer to actually engaging with the mundanes, and that meant Janry had to hurry.

The people most worried about it weren’t even his fellow mages. The news – and subsequent doubts – came from some of their fae allies. Not everyone on Earth was pleased with Princess Felicity’s high-handed approach and her absolutely ruthless takeover of Earth’s enclaves. She’d gone after them all in the same day, so they couldn’t even band together in defense.

A triumvirate of objectors had emerged among Earth’s fae, important and powerful individuals who leaned more toward Janry’s direction than the Alliance’s, represented by people from enclaves in the United States, India, and Europe. Some of them had the backing of their superiors and more were there simply for their own interests, but none of them had official approval. They wouldn’t, with the fae.

“It changes how much time we have,” Archmage Moravin said, addressing the fae more than the mages. “We may have to reduce the number of targets.”

“Yes, unfortunate.” Janry wasn’t overly concerned by that. The more expansive the damage they could blame on the Earth Alliance, the better, but beyond a certain point it was just theatre. Important theatre, but he was certain that even just one or two points of contention would be enough to sink the Alliance’s overtures to the mundanes.

“Do we have enough gremlins, at least?” He asked, directing his question at the fae representatives.

“Yes,” one of them ground out, without further explanation. The stony fae in question wasn’t one for superfluous words.

“Then it will be easy enough to deal with the highest-value targets. Beyond that, we only need a few others for it to really stick.” Janry glanced over at Archmage Harper. He flicked up a glamour to demonstrate the current plan.

“We only have one supernatural target — Alpha Chester. His exact whereabouts are not well known, but considering he’s taken control of the Deep Wilds portal on Earth, he can be lured out that way. Archmage Tasser is in charge of that.” Janry would have preferred to take care of that himself, but the entire Alliance knew to be wary of him at this point. One of his cadets would have to do, and since Tasser was an archmage it was more likely to be successful.

“For the mundane targets, since we want it to look like the Alliance is making a bid to take over, we’ve targeted a number of top leaders.” Harper changed the glamour to show several portraits of individuals, rendered in ghostly mage-light. “Most of them will purposely fail, though, as we want them capable of effectively ‘discovering’ the Alliance and taking action against them. Getting away from mundanes is easy enough, after all. We don’t need actual chaos or destruction, we just need to show how dangerous the Earth Alliance is.”

“We’ll be doing this at about the same time,” Moravin added. “Distracting the Alliance by a noisy commotion at Chester’s place is the best way to ensure that our teams succeed. The mundane security is irrelevant, of course.”

“Of course,” Harper agreed. “The other attack vector is the mundane weapons. Since Wells clearly has access to their nuclear arsenal, it is the most plausible and attention-getting target. That’s what we’ll be asking your gremlins to do,” he said, pointing at the trio of fae representatives. “There’s a lot of mundane technology that we have to bypass, since it’s apparently very tricky.”

“Having some of their own weapons used against them, combined with the knowledge that Wells has already compromised them, ought to make it easy to convince the mundanes they’re a bad idea,” Janry pointed out. “Just give them an easy solution and someone to blame and they’ll do pretty much anything you want.”

Moravin changed the glamour again, this time showing a map with highlighted points. Most were in the United States, but there were a sizeable amount in India, as well as Europe and China. Most of that was actually gleaned from old GAR files, and if nothing else Janry found it surprising how widely the weapons had proliferated. It was absolute madness.

“I, personally, am too high-profile to go along on any of the errands,” Janry said, though he wasn’t too discomfited by the fact. It might not be the best way to show his support to his allies, but he knew that if he showed up anywhere he would be followed and surveyed. “My cadet Houses will be going in my stead, while I am publicly elsewhere so it is not suspicious.”

The other Archmages didn’t seem completely happy about that, but they would have to cope. Anywhere he went would bring down too much attention and might tip their hand early. The fact that the fae were the ones taking the greatest risks offset that, though. It was the fae’s territory, so it was only fair, and at the same time it wasn’t like anyone would really miss them if something happened.

“Do we have a time frame on when the Alliance is intending to approach the mundanes?” Moravin asked the audience at large, the assembled mages and fae, many of whom had some sort of information source on the Earth side of things.

“So far as I know it’s still a few weeks away. Chester, especially, has something he’s working on.” Magus Leshiel volunteered. “That’s what I heard from my friend in House Xu, anyway.” Janry grunted and nodded to her. House Xu had been badly devastated in the altercation over the dragon’s portal – which would have been worth it if the portal had stayed closed – but they’d taken that as a sign to not work against the Alliance. At least overtly.

“Then we should take no longer than a week to get all our assets into place,” Janry judged. “I’ll provide the scry-comms from House Janry’s vault. The Guild of Enchanting might be shy about providing new ones right now but we have a number of corite-linked ones that are still functional.”

“Yes, sir,” Leshiel said, making a note. “Do we have a statement prepared yet?”

“A good point. I will write one after this meeting,” Janry noted. “Several, I imagine. The contents will depend on exactly how our preparations go.”

The topic moved on to specific ways and means. For the most part it wasn’t difficult to bypass mundane security, as a simple glamour would keep people or cameras from noticing, but there were more than simple cameras protecting some places. Any mage worth his salt could still use brute force, but bypassing long hallways of doors controlled from the inside without breaking everything took spells that hadn’t been invented yet. Or fae magic.

Some of their targets were protected more by obfuscation than by armor. People without a public itinerary, who didn’t necessarily spend the night at their own houses, were hard to track down for anyone. Janry passed along the names of several air-aspect mages who would be good for that kind of work, and didn’t have much else to do anyway.

Despite his apparent calm, Janry knew that if he missed this chance it would be awfully difficult to dislodge the Earth Alliance. The loss of secrecy wasn’t something that could be undone and the exact circumstances would set the tone of relations for a long time to come. If they let the Earth Alliance do as planned, mages in Faerie could end up marginalized, their power eroding and their access to the wealth of Earth drying up.

That was something that Janry wasn’t going to let happen.

A week was not much time to coordinate a simultaneous strike on twenty-four separate targets, but they’d already been practicing and organizing for some time. For most mages among Janry’s allies, it had been a long time since their tour in the portal worlds and they had to shake the rust off, or dig out and try to repair old foci. Then there was distributing scry-comms to the various fae and the occasional mage handler.

Janry had to empty out more of his treasury than he liked to pay for it all, but wealth could be rebuilt. In fact, when he had some time it wouldn’t be too hard to delve down into the Earth’s crust and mantle and dredge out more gold. While he didn’t have a metal aspect, he could at least sift it out of rock and let someone with the right magic extract pure elements from the undifferentiated mass.

Trying to do the same thing in Faerie was not a good idea. One of the problems with the portal worlds was that delving too deep or going too far ended up running into the frayed edges of reality, going in circles, or finding that the world itself stopped acting as expected. He couldn’t just pull riches out of the ground in Faerie as he could on Earth.

Idly, he considered Wells’ ability to open up portals while he sorted through the logistical paperwork. It had to be something that someone
 could duplicate. If there were other portal worlds, then perhaps there were other planets as well, and the riches and power that went with them. Hopefully places easier to tame than Earth.

Part of him considered that perhaps a good war would make it easier. With so many mundanes they would undoubtedly be fractious, but if they spent all that energy on removing themselves, then the ones that remained would be far more biddable. Especially if they had a handy target to blame.

Janry reached for a different set of papers and began altering the orders. He had initially considered only setting off one or two of the weapons, letting the rest be false victories that could be used to implicate the Earth Alliance. Upon reflection, it was probably better to set them all off and take advantage of the chaos. They’d still need to make sure that the blame was adequately cast on the Earth Alliance – and Wells in particular – but the more damage the better.

Fortunately, most of the gremlin-type fae, those who could interface with technology the best, would absolutely jump at the chance to meddle with something so powerful. It might be better to let each team believe that they were still one of the few who would have the chance, rather than letting them know all the sites would have detonations, but his plans would ensure there wouldn’t be any problems in the end. The mages were a little bit less reliable, or rather, more self-interested.

He'd have to keep a close eye on them and make sure he had someone of unimpeachable loyalty along with each team. After all, they hadn’t
 had any real combat since their portal world days and some of them might be squeamish or just too weak to do what was necessary. The targets were just mundanes, but not everyone could keep things in perspective.

Janry was aware that the entire plan could go badly, if the Earth Alliance got involved. Between Wizzy, Wells, and Chester, there were plenty of people with no compunctions about killing their fellow mages. At worst, the actual bones of the operation might be exposed, which would naturally lead back to him.

Even if that happened, Janry wasn’t all that worried. He wasn’t taking any direct action himself, and House Janry had been around for a long time. Even if the cadet houses were implicated, many of them had been worryingly comfortable with the idea of accepting Wells’ terms. It was probably better to let them bear the brunt of whatever backlash, since it would solve that problem and so long as his personal power was intact, so was House Janry.

The other Archmages might not be happy with him, but it wasn’t like they had shown any inclination other than to vacillate and scold. The only threat to him personally was the Earth Alliance, but sufficient political pressure would keep them at bay. Clearly someone with sense held Wells’ leash, otherwise he would have been attacking people left and right.

He'd faced more challenges in the endeavor than he had anticipated, but he was undeterred. Janry considered himself a reasonable man, and it was reasonable to admit that the opposition had taken him by surprise more times than he’d liked, and undermined his slow growth with precipitous action. But new power made new mistakes. Someone like Wells or Taisen would overextend, push too far, and everyone would agree they needed to be stopped. Once people got over the shock of Wells’ demonstration, and the Earth Alliance’s power was curbed, he was sure everyone else would scramble to the proper viewpoint.

Janry just needed to ensure the plan succeeded. That meant setting watchers, and being ready to set everything in motion at a moment’s notice. If his plans leaked, he would need to ensure that everything happened regardless of the treason.

***

Callum was happy to leave the preparations for any actual unveiling to others. He knew that Chester was pulling together with Felicia, the earth-based Houses, and the dragons to put together a plan of action – speeches, demonstrations, and all kinds of political and public relations activities – but Callum was not part of the public face. He was The Ghost, he would remain The Ghost, and be both the bogeyman that nobody ever saw and the mysterious benefactor that provided portal worlds for all.

There was one serious reservation, and that was Janry’s faction. Callum was very strongly inclined to just bomb their little supposedly-secret compound out in the Deep Wilds, but so far they hadn’t actually done
 anything since the summit. He hated being so reactive, just waiting for someone to strike like in the early days, but there was nothing he could do without risking damage to his ultimate goal.

He still had a kinetic impactor waiting in the wings, looping through portals even if he’d stopped the acceleration. There was no way he wouldn’t need it sooner or later. That was just a sideshow to his real job, though, which was a never-ending task of surveying for portal worlds. It was only grueling mentally; he was actually seated outside with his laptop and a glass of iced tea while he watched Alex drive a toy car around the back yard. He had to admit that being able to do all his work outside, in a floating island paradise, was quite the benefit.

“Phone for you,” Lucy said, coming outside and easing herself into a chair. “Taisen sounded less than happy.”

“Right,” Callum said, flipping from the drone feed to the VoIP program. He waited a moment for the thing to load, and Taisen’s face popped up in the window. “What’s going on?”

“Janry is making his move,” Taisen said shortly. “We need to move now. We caught one of his teams heading out and they actually wanted to talk. One of his subordinates warned us about his targets, because there are more of them than we thought.”

“Not just us, then,” Callum said, already reaching out through his drones for his cloak. Felicia had granted him a small estate in her weird faerie dimension, little more than an apartment, and while he was never going to live there it did give him a useful place to keep his cloak and his wooden anti-fae ball so they wouldn’t be destroyed. Also a safer place to open a feeder portal than Faerie proper.

“Not us at all.” Taisen looked even grimmer than normal, his mouth set in a hard line. “We’re collateral. He intends to assassinate a number of world leaders and then blame us. Worse, he intends to set off nuclear warheads and blame us.”

Callum blinked.

“Is he insane
 ?” Callum asked, too bewildered to even be properly angry. “Even if he could
 do that, that’s just — I mean, setting off a nuclear war is an incredibly stupid idea.”

“I’m not sure he realizes the full import of what he’s planning,” Taisen replied. “I’m not sure if people caught conscience or just didn’t want to be held responsible, but it was crazy enough that we’ve got some defectors.”

“At least not everyone
 is an idiot,” Callum muttered. “Right, I’m getting rid of that compound.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Taisen said. “Janry’s not there, he’s off glad-handing Rossi, and his teams are already en route. We need to move now before they actually do anything.”

“Yeah.” Callum cast a glance at Lucy and she nodded.

“Join you in the war room,” she said, and he teleported himself and his laptop down.

Between the dragons providing money and the guild of enchanting selling resources, he had a surfeit of drones and his moon nexus had expanded. At this point he actually had multiple small nexus locations, all hidden under some concrete domes he’d gotten for cheap. He started sorting through them as he pushed vis into the scry-comm so he could be on the same page as Taisen’s people.

“We’ve got fifteen targets,” Taisen said, over the laptop and scry-comm both. “There were twenty-four, but the watchers intercepted some after half the mage teams defected.” Callum didn’t ask if the information had been verified. They had access to fae and Felicia certainly could find someone to do truth-telling. “Six assassinations, nine nuclear bunkers.”

“How did he even find out
 about nuclear bunkers?” Callum muttered to himself, still finding it all a little surreal. “Where are we going?” Even with flight and Felicia’s parallel dimension, he was the fastest way to move people around — and they needed a lot of people.

“Lieutenant Korin will fill you in,” Taisen said, unceremoniously handing Callum off to someone he vaguely recognize from the assault on GAR, and going to take control of the teams. Callum wasn’t offended.

“I’m on my way,” Felicia’s voice came over the scry-comm, and Callum glanced through the drone she kept nearby. It was bobbing along in her wake, as she came with Ray and some big, nasty looking fae. Judging by the vis that swirled around them, they were powerful as well.

Korin took his attention by starting to recite places and GPS coordinates, forcing Callum to scramble to match those with his closest drones. Part of him bemoaned the fact that they’d disassembled the old teleport network, because he didn’t have the worldwide saturation that GAR had achieved with its hundreds of connections. At least his Alcubierre trick meant that he could move his endpoints very quickly.

Callum checked the remote-controlled weapons in his cache, summoning the triggers for each of them to his desk. It wasn’t likely that he could deal with every single one of the teams himself, since knowing the general location wasn’t the same as being able to track down everyone involved, especially not when time was of the essence. Anyone he did
 spot, he had no compunction removing.

There were targets as widely scattered as DC, London, Beijing, and New Delhi. There were people in planes up in the air, and the nuclear bunkers were scattered throughout the countryside all over the world. Callum could multitask to some extent but not that much, and he had no idea where the priorities were. There had been no time to get a full briefing on what was most urgent, so he just went through the list as he got it.

“Okay, Buckingham Palace, that one’s easy enough,” Callum said, teleporting his drone a few times in quick succession and putting it on top of the roof of the enormous old building. He quickly scanned with his perceptions and, while there were traces of liquid fae magic about, he didn’t spot any active supernaturals. Nor did he know who was the actual target, given the number of people about.

“Team Three!” Taisen shouted loud enough to be heard over the drone microphone, and Korin glanced to one side as Callum opened a portal from the mustering room to the palace roof. There were a lot of people who were going to get their first exposure to magic, because it wasn’t likely either side was going to feel like keeping the conflict quiet.

An entire squad of mages flew through the portal, and Callum switched to the next, leaving the defense to Taisen’s people. Beijing was more confusing, crowded and crammed full of people, and he wasn’t even looking for the government buildings. He was aware of time pressing as he searched for the right block of skyscrapers, and then popped open another portal.

“Team Eight!” Taisen said, and the people who had only just managed to assemble flew through. Mages were still scrambling over in Taisen’s base, bubbles swarming up from the various barracks and meeting rooms, so it was catch-as-catch-can for which teams went where.

“I’ll take India,” Felicia said over the scry-comm, opening up a fae gateway to the heart of New Delhi. “I know who was involved with this one.” Her voice was hard and cold, but Taisen just gave a distracted acknowledgement. It was afternoon in Europe, morning in the United States, and so evening and night further east. Felicia and the Beijing group were operating in darkness, which didn’t seem to bother them.

Washington, DC, was next on the list, and Callum teleported his drone over to the White House. This, at least, he was more familiar with, and while he couldn’t recognize the current president by his spatial perceptions, it was pretty obvious who it was sitting at the desk in the Oval Office. It was also pretty obvious that the White House was sitting at the center of some confluence of fae nonsense, some strange vortex whipped up by the seven fae he could sense sitting around on the White House lawn.

“They’re already at the President,” Callum snapped, reaching for his vis crystals and pulling open an anti-mana portal to blast the area. He opened a full size one, right in the Oval Office, and immediately alarms started to ring as a big hole to some other place opened up. Even if security couldn’t see the anti-mana coming out and eating up the fae working – because of course they wouldn’t do something simple like shooting a person, a fae had to be more clever than that – there was still a five foot portal to another world hovering in the air.

“Get me there,” Chester’s voice came over the scry-comm. “I’ve got some federal agents read in already, that’ll make it easier.”

“Right,” Callum said, letting the anti-mana portal go and flipping his attention over to the bad penny reserved for Chester. They’d have to deal with jumpy secret service agents but shifters were pretty much bulletproof, so he opened another portal to the White House, out of the line of fire from the collapsing anti-mana one. Chester had a half-dozen normal people with him and they all piled through into the White House while Callum focused on the actual fae.

They’d started to scatter as soon as their working had been disrupted, but they weren’t fast enough, or maybe stunned by having their magic broken. Either way, they were still in range of Callum’s senses as he reached for his remote. Three of them, the weakest ones, simply died from a point-blank shotgun blast to the head. Two others required a double-tap, which implied a more powerful brand of fae than he normally dealt with.

Of the three remaining, one performed some sort of fae travel trick and melted into the ground, its vis flowing through the earth at lightning speed. Callum tried to intercept him with another anti-mana portal, but it took too long to open and he cursed as the fae slipped away. Not wanting to waste the effort of opening another magic-devouring portal, he redirected the anti-mana jets still pouring from the collapsing hole in the Oval Office toward the last pair with another set of portals. They dodged the initial opening, but he could just sweep the angle of the portal as fast as he liked, and even the speedy fae couldn’t outrun it.

Just clipping them with the anti-mana seemed to be as good as pithing them, and he finished the job with two more shotgun shells, glad that he and Lucy had installed proper magazines on all the remote weapons. That left six corpses on the White House lawn, none of them human, but that was something he left to Chester to explain.

“I got all but one,” Callum said over the scry-comm, glancing at the clock to see that the whole incident had taken less than a minute. “Last guy is still out there, Felicia might be able to track him down but there’s no telling for now. I have to move on.”

“Understood,” Chester said. There was shouting in the background, and Callum didn’t envy Chester his task. “We’ll guard things here.”

Callum moved on to the next place on Korin’s list, deep in the Midwest. Even if he hadn’t been delayed much, it still felt like he was behind. Before he’d managed to reposition the nearest drone, another voice broke onto the scry-comm.

“Dragons here.” Shahey’s voice was not like Callum had ever heard before, deep and cold and vibrating with barely controlled fury, more even than when Janry had closed their portal. He couldn’t help but remember the story Shahey had told of the worlds that had torn themselves apart, and how they’d seen this sort of thing happen before despite their best efforts. “Chester, we’ll handle the mages at the Deep Wilds portal. Mister Wells, if you would?”

“On it,” Callum said, and delayed getting to the Midwest site in favor of scrambling through the portal links, wondering why nobody had told him about an invasion at Chester’s place. At the Dragonlands portal, there were at least two dozen dragonblooded, all big musclebound avatars in full armor. In fact, it seemed they were
 armor, with no visible seams or joints. Even as he was watching, even larger
 avatars came through the portal, not humanoid at all. They were hulking lizardlike things five feet at the shoulder, looking more like classical dragons even if they lacked wings. Vis literally boiled off them, too magic-dense to completely contain in the relatively lesser mana field of the Earth.

He pulled open a portal for them, the other side leading to Chester’s secret bunker in the mountains, glad that he still had a drone there. In hindsight he should have guessed that Janry’s final push would include a shot at Chester — and while Chester’s Deep Wilds base was safe, it would be a simple matter for any mage to find the secret bunker by just crossing through the portal from the other side.

Only the humanoid dragonblooded went through. They weren’t as powerful as the big avatars, but encountering that many of them – from at least six different dragons, if Callum was right – would put a crimp in anyone’s day. Even an archmage’s.

“The behemoths are for the nuclear sites,” Shahey’s voice came, disconcertingly, from one of the bestial avatars. “Just in case.”

“Right,” Callum said, as Lucy came down the stairs, his sense of time completely distorted from the mad scramble of portals. “Just in case.”

***

Ensharrehael directed his half-dozen avatars with a brain larger than most Earth houses, though dragons had found out long ago that just increasing brain size didn’t mean someone was smarter. There were certain tweaks so he could multitask, and he liked to think he was somewhat wiser than he’d been when he was young, but he couldn’t claim he was much more clever.

That anyone would willingly incite a war of Armageddon still was beyond him. Or rather, it wasn’t, but it had been centuries since he’d needed to worry about such a thing and the situation on Earth had seemed to be stabilizing. They’d even avoided making the same mistake they had with the vampires, and had avoided pushing House Janry into a corner. All the man had needed to do was to engage Earth on normal terms, but he couldn’t be satisfied with that.

With all the usual strictures gone, Ensharrehael was going to enjoy taking out his frustrations on the small people that would destroy the world in their arrogance. His friends might not feel quite as strongly, but each and every one had become attached to some aspect of Earth.

Wells dropped them right by the portal to the Deep Wilds, at one end of a large room in a wooden building deep in the mountains. Chester had learned from the dragonblooded’s experience with their own portal, so there was nothing of note to collapse onto the portal, but Shahey directed one of his avatars to reinforce it nonetheless. Compressed graphene-reinforced osmium-tungsten-titanium coils spun out of nothing, winding mobius loops up and around the portal, through it, circling the other side before emerging again on Earth. Perhaps dragons couldn’t reproduce spatial magic, but they could certainly protect it.

Wells’ “bad penny” portals allowed half the avatars to step through into the Deep Wilds without risking their connection, stationing themselves to protect it from both ends. Shahey took up station nearest the portal where it stood, deep in a hollow in one of the giant trees while Miyashientu and Tineustrillan sent their avatars further out to screen anyone coming in. The mana-dense nature of the trees and the lack of anything like a nature mage meant the Deep Wilds end was less vulnerable than the dragonlands portal had been, but an archmage would still be an issue.

Less than five minutes later, while Miyashientu was squeezing a behemoth avatar through one of Wells’ portals to somewhere in the midwestern United Stats, a seven-man-strong wing of mages swept in from above. Ensharrehael avatar had excellent vision, more akin to a mechanical multi-lens system than biological eyes, and it was clear the mage squad was surprised to see dragons waiting by the portal and not just shifters. It was enough for them to not quite commit to the combat foci that they already had out, the subtle shifting of their vis shells a dead giveaway that they had spells readied as they came in.

“You might want to take cover,” Ensharrehael said to the nearest shifters with one of his avatars. “Unless you can take archmages.” The shifter snarled, but not at him, and a rapid patter in Celtic had the shifter guards withdraw through the portal. The head of the mage squad gestured and the mages dropped down to confront the dragonblooded avatars.

“We have business through the portal,” the leader said. It was Archmage Tasser, someone Ensharrehael knew as the head of one of Janry’s cadet houses and a former resident of the Night Lands. He was almost certainly there thanks to what Wells had done in closing that particular portal, and not just his alignment with Janry. As a metal mage, he could actually take down the portal reinforcement, provided he could get past the absolute vis saturation that came with anything a dragon made.

“No, you don’t,” one of Tineustrillan’s avatars said. Unlike Ensharrehael, Tineustrillan almost always used a far deeper, gruffer, and significantly more hostile voice for his avatars. He sounded half a step from murder.

For a moment they all stayed where they were, both groups staring each other down and knowing exactly what was going on. Then Tasser’s finger twitched and spells exploded outward. Wires of glowing-hot metal shredded the air, beams of ravening light raked over armor, shards of ice and rock flung themselves at hurricane speeds. Compressed wind and liquid fire twisted together into a molten inferno, barely scorching the rock-hard bark of the great tree before vanishing.

Ensharrehael unmade the spells as fast as they were cast, spending vis like water to destroy the matter and energy inside the attacks, creating an invisible wall where all the sound and fury simply stopped. The avatar that had created the portal reinforcement didn’t have too much more vis left, and he discorporated it after just a few moments, but the rest had little trouble, even with the archmage-level attacks that sent hundreds of pounds of metal shrapnel crackling through disturbed air at hypersonic speed.

In general he preferred attacking with the avatar bodies, as it was easier to overwhelm mage shields with the vis-saturated matter, but when they didn’t need to worry about collateral damage there were other options. Miyashientu spun energetic fluorine compounds into existence, the impossibly reactive chemicals burning metal, water, ice, and even the air itself. Tineustrillan created pockets of intensely hypergolic liquid, subsequent detonations hammering at the mage shields and knocking about some of the less able ones.

The first mage shield cracked after only a few seconds under the hellish conditions, the mages’ own winds whipping about the poisonous, burning gasses and liquids. Mundane and arcane chemistry mixed, the result consumed by Ensharrehael before it could touch his avatars. Only screams were left as one by one the mages were wiped away under the sound of explosions as hyper-reactive compounds stripped flesh from bone and burned it to ash.

A few breaths later, Tasser was the only surviving mage. He started to accelerate into the sky, trying to escape from the trap, so Miyashientu simply turned and flung one of Ensharrehael’s avatars after the mage. His armored claw met a shield of metal vis, the protection failing a moment later as his claw punched through. Maybe only half an inch, but it was enough. Inside the bubble, where there was very little vis, Ensharrehael created a small ball of pure protons.

Tassin didn’t survive the result.

“Deep Wilds portal is safe,” one of his other avatars reported over the scry-comm, but he was already dealing with another, more urgent problem. One of the fae teams had beat them to a missile silo.




Chapter 20 - Nuclear

Callum had always known that Cheyenne Mountain existed, given its popularity in certain kinds of fiction, but for obvious reasons he’d never been there himself. It was on the list though, so he sent the drone in past the enormous door, through the tunnels deep in the mountain, alert to any supernatural influence. The whole thing was an impressive fortress, however many years after the Cold War, and there weren’t any traces in the background mana. No supernaturals had been there for ages, as far as he could tell.

That changed when one of Taisen’s squads went through into the control room for the actual silos, all glamoured up to keep their presence subtle, at least until Chester convinced the President that not only did supernaturals exist but there were some magical terrorists in play. The missiles themselves were in range of Callum’s perceptive sphere, and the strange complexity of the internal mechanisms was so baffling that he could almost believe that fae magic didn’t matter. But only almost.

“Next,” he said grimly, even as he opened a portal for one of the horrific behemoths the dragons had provided. It was so energetic it almost destabilized the portal as it went through, but Callum didn’t mind putting in the extra effort it took to keep things stable. He didn’t know exactly how much power was involved, but if it was enough that it was literally evaporating from the avatars, it had to be even more than archmages could manage.

“West Virginia,” Lieutenant Korin said, and then recited a string of GPS numbers. Lucy typed them in quickly and referenced them against the drone feeds, telling him the drone number without him trying to do it the slow way. He flipped to the proper one and started using the Alcubierre trick to flit the drone he kept near his home town of Tanner into the mountains where all the military bases were.

After a few quick jaunts, Callum honed in on what seemed to be an ordinary farmhouse, sitting on top of a massive network of underground tunnels, the silo doors hidden by crop fields. He sent his drone straight down, teleporting through dirt and stone and metal into the cavernous spaces dug into the mountain. The base wasn’t nearly as populated as Cheyenne, though that wouldn’t make any difference to supernaturals with magical stealth.

The base was absolutely huge and with the time crunch he couldn’t be as thorough as he liked, just scanning around for anything out of place as he transported people in. One portal for Taisen’s team and another for one of the behemoths, and he was ready to move on since there wasn’t anything immediately out of place. At least until Shahey spoke over the scry-comm.

“There’s a countdown.”

“Well, shit.” Callum dropped everything else and forced his perceptions wide on the military base, trying to find out where the fae were hiding. He didn’t know if killing them would even stop anything, but it was the only action he could take.

His enormous perceptual sphere really showed its worth when it only took a couple teleports to locate the fluid fae magic, which he found at the base of one of the missiles. The fae themselves were still there, little thumb-sized types crawling around inside the guts of machines. Despite their size, several of them had fairly potent vis, short of a fae prince but far more than a regular lackey.

Callum didn’t bother with any further investigation before opening an anti-mana portal to hose the area. There were probably all kinds of alarms going off if the fae had somehow managed to initiate a launch sequence, against all the safeguards meant to prevent exactly that, so it was far too late to be even slightly subtle.

The ravening darkness blacked out the launch area, and when the portal collapsed there wasn’t any trace of fae magic. He toggled the feed for the drone microphones, but the countdown crackling over the loudspeakers continued. Frankly the countdown itself had to be part of what the fae were doing, since he was certain that’s not how it was supposed to work in real life, but whatever alterations they’d made hadn’t been fixed by his actions. There was no telling how or if it could be canceled.

“Guys, I think you’re going to have to wreck the missiles,” Callum said, since the only ordnance he had large enough to do anything to such military hardware was nuclear-yield itself. He ran his perceptions through the missile, which was easy enough since it was all mundane, but all the pieces were so tightly fitted he couldn’t easily teleport things out. Not that he knew what to target even if he wanted to destroy it, since the missile interior was insanely complex.

The behemoth huffed and bored an eight-foot diameter hole in the nearest wall, the group heading straight for the silos. The mages and the dragonblooded avatar zipped through the opening and the passageway sealed up behind them. It only took a few moments to reach the silo, bypassing startled soldiers and ignoring pipes and wiring severed in the process, but in that time the automated countdown finished.

The missile detonated.

Callum flinched, despite being several links away from the blast, but the expected wave of nuclear fire never came. Shahey’s behemoth had an iron wall of vis encircling the missile, consuming and containing the explosion. The thermonuclear
 explosion.

While Callum’s perception couldn’t see through the massive vis expenditure of Shahey’s behemoth, there was still leakage. The mage team had their shields pushed outside of their bubbles, interlinked and warding off sprays of plasma and radiation. The long seconds ticked on as Shahey’s avatar steamed, scales ablating from everything that he couldn’t eliminate, holding back an all-devouring nuclear fireball with raw power.

Then it was suddenly gone, Shahey’s vis dispersing back into mana and revealing that the top of the missile was gone, along with a good chunk of surrounding silo, a perfect sphere of annihilation where there had once been a warhead. The behemoth itself vanished with a final flare of vis, expended or self-destructed by Shahey after exhausting its energy.

“Well. That actually worked,” Shahey said, through one of his other avatars. Callum barked a laugh without any humor in it.

“Now we know it’s not a bluff,” he said, his hands trembling slightly from adrenaline even if he, personally, had never been in any danger. But everyone else had, and he knew the consequences of any nuclear detonation. “We’d better hurry.”

“Send another me through,” Shahey said, prompting Callum to open a portal for another behemoth. The big monstrosity jumped through to land next to the mage team, and a few seconds later the damage had been reversed, new electronics and mechanisms spun into being from nothing. Callum didn’t have time to marvel as he received the next location from Lieutenant Korin. They couldn’t afford to cut it any closer than they already had.

***

Felicia strode through the Gate of Bones into the court of Prince Nayamar. That particular fae had adopted the local mythology, which Felicia always found to be both a poor choice and in poor taste, for the passage of centuries tended to leave only gods and monsters. Nayamar’s court featured people with too many arms, snake-bodied men and women with slit-pupiled eyes, and those with elephant or tiger heads.

Despite the borrowed deific symbolism and the hollow powered it had brought them, the nigh-giants inhabiting the enormous pagoda quailed away from the crackling mantle of her displeasure. Nayamar himself might have had the good sense not to pretend to actually be Ganesha, but he still presented himself as an oversized elephant-headed, gold-bedecked demigod, perched atop an opulent throne. He looked at her with indifference until she grabbed onto the oaths that bound him to her and pulled.

The entire pagoda trembled as the foundations of Nayamar’s power were assaulted, and while she couldn’t quite exact the penalty for oathbreaking yet, he was still treading on the one constraint she’d asked of her subjects. Not that a fae such as him would care overmuch if the mundane world crumbled to ash. All he needed was his own power base and his own subjects.

“Recall your agents,” she told him coldly. Some of the people in the court began moving in their direction, to encircle them, only to fall to the ground writhing as Ray snapped his fingers and sucked the air from their lungs. Nyamar’s eyes flickered at the simultaneous collapse of a dozen of his most powerful court members, but he still affected an air of innocence.

“I have no idea what you mean, Princess Felicity,” he said, almost simpering.

“My people are already in New Delhi,” she told him. “Your assassins are doomed. I will give you one chance to recall them, else I will name you oathbreaker and sever your power at its root.”

“Were any of my people in New Delhi, I doubt they would be doing anything of concern,” Nayamar demurred. Felicia sighed internally, completely unsurprised by the man’s stubbornness. Instead she coaxed the Gate of Water from her wrist and pulled it open.

With The Ghost backing her, she had found that she could mimic, in ever so faint a fashion, his habit of creating portals from place to place — provided she had made the proper preparations. In this case she had split the Gate of Water and given it to the leader of her combat squad. That particular fae had decided on a story that was decidedly not fantasy, a warrior from the future with faceless armor, inexhaustible stamina, and weapons of incredible potency. It would be some time before he was truly powerful, but for the moment he was perfectly suited to defending humankind from the depredations of Nayamar’s monsters.

“Begin,” she said. Noises filtered through the Gate — shouting, hostile words in Hindi, laughter, and then the sounds of gunfire. Each report seemed to punch the air even through the Gate, Nayamar’s entire court flinching from the deadly promise of those shots. Then there was a horrible, bloody silence.

“You see, there are plenty of stories of heroes,” Felicia said, her smile sharp and uncompromising. “And they are all in my Court.”

“I see,” Nayamar said, flicking giant elephant ears forward and then back. “That is certainly impressive, but such heroes only have power when there is an aligned humanity behind them. Break humanity, and their heroes mean nothing. The monsters will always
 be there in the dark.”

“And in the end, the monsters always lose,” Felicia said, gathering her mantle and her power to herself. Fae who acted the way Nayamar had, and the way he promised to continue acting, could not be allowed on Earth.

“In the end, maybe, but not today.” He pointed at the ceiling of the pagoda, which swirled and cleared to show in the distance a white pillar climbing to the sky. Ray sucked in his breath and Felicia felt a chill as she realized what it was.

Nayamar cackled, anticipating the potency that came from presiding over destruction. Felicia would not have it. She knew that even one of those weapons being used could spell disaster for the entire world. The one she’d sworn to protect.

Felicia reached outward through the oath, not merely taking her due from the breaking but reaching down to the foundation of Nayamar’s power, where he was connected to his court, his enclave, his history, and his story. He had caused this, so it was only fair that he would help solve it, drained unto death.

She hauled mercilessly on that power, the accumulated vis and significance, the time and tide swirling about the court, and added it to her own, directing it toward that far-off speck glinting as it rose above the clouds. Her perspective winged along as if borne by an eagle, Ray’s magic feeding into her own and moving as quick as air. The tower of metal standing on fire had its own grace and awe, a thing of terrible beauty.

“Death, I name you. Destroyer of wor
 lds
 ,” she whispered to it, voice carrying uncounted miles. “Death I give to you, those forsworn, who have unjustly awakened you from your slumber. I beseech you now,
 stay your hand and return your rest
 .” The entire weight of her power and authority flooded through her, and the missile paused in its flight. Like a video in reverse, the white pillar shrank, fuel unburning, the missile returning to whence it came as the last few minutes of its existence were unwound.

Nayamar’s court withered. The pagoda turned to splinters and dust; the people to empty husks and ash. The opulent throne tarnished, gold turning to aged brass as all that power and potential was siphoned out to rewind a tiny slice of time and space. Far away, the fae that had triggered the launch to begin with burst into flame and burned away into nothing. Felicia staggered, and only Ray’s strong hand kept her from collapsing to her knees.

“Come on,” he said, looking around at the crumbling remains of the Court and enclave. “Let’s get out of here.”

***


“All the sites are locked down, Alpha
 ,” Gregori Morozov reported through the pack bonds. Russia had his loyalty as a person, but Chester had earned it as a shifter, and Gregori knew that he couldn’t manage the oncoming storm without that strength. He was a relative newcomer to Chester’s pack, his symbiote still not entirely familiar with the magical connections, but the link to Chester was strong enough.

While he might have been new to Chester’s pack, Russia had been his home since before the Cold War, and his family had a lot of connections within and without the army and even the secret police. After finding out the exact targets the Fae were looking for, he had made some calls and pulled some strings among his children and grandchildren. The result was a frenzy of activity that had physically disabled – at least temporarily – all the vulnerable nuclear sites, not just the ones they knew were being targeted.

Chester’s affirmation and approval came back through the bond, along with a glimpse of what the man was dealing with. He had the impression of United States Secret Service arguing with their President, agents and shifters all pitching in to make for a confusion of noise. Gregori was glad that wasn’t him; all he
 had to do was deal with the mages that were out to kill his
 country’s leader.

Perhaps they thought they were clever, going after a helicopter in the air where most people, no matter whether they were supernatural or not, would be at a disadvantage. But the mages had never encountered modern weaponry, and while glamours might hide things from machines and mundanes, he knew exactly where they were. So did the two other members of the pack under him, and all of them were operating Kamovs.

The mages swept in as a group, four of them with glamour rippling the air; Gregori could smell the stink of their magic even through the cockpit. His hand blurred as he input tracking for the others, coordinating between the escort helicopters and the ground-based anti-air batteries. While he didn’t believe there was an archmage in the assassination squad, even regular mages could withstand quite a beating. One that he was eager to give them.

The mages found themselves abruptly under fire by thirty-millimeter cannons at full autofire, the sawing rasp of the gun vibrating Gregori’s cockpit as the air was saturated with heavy fire. The sheer weight of lead and raw startlement of the attack shattered the glamour, revealing the men floating in the air and the shields that protected them from the gunfire.

Gregori bared his teeth as they swept away, keeping credible formation and flicking out offensive spells as they tried to evade the gunfire. He rattled off instructions, but the pack bonds were faster, the maneuverable attack helicopters dodging as supernatural reflexes kept the autocannons on target. One of the mages tried to target the craft with the important personage inside, but the old fae charm Gregori had placed there deflected the spell. There was no telling how much supernatural trickery that charm had warded off over the years.

Russian security – supernatural and mundane alike – was highly trained, and despite the unusual nature of the attack they did their jobs, screening their escort as they poured fire on the flying bubbles. The shield had become nearly opaque, and while they could block cannon fire for a short time Gregori had faith in the supremacy of technology. Especially as the mages reached the appropriate distance from the agile helicopters.

“Открыть огонь!” he commanded, feeding the coordinates into the command network, and air-to-air missiles launched themselves from the helicopters, interlocking with fire from the ground. Explosions saturated the area where the mages had been, the wash from the shockwaves rocking his Kamov and forcing him to correct.

The helicopters hurried away from the battle scene, as additional air support scrambled in, but Gregori was almost certain they wouldn’t be needed. He’d seen at least one of the shields fail himself, and while it was possible a mage or even two had escaped under glamour, they wouldn’t be returning. After running into that kind of fire, most mages were far too interested in their own hides to dare again.

What he wasn’t looking forward to was explaining what had just happened. While to some extent he could claim ignorance, it would not be appropriate when several other countries had just been forcibly exposed to the supernatural. He tugged on the pack bond again, and Chester agreed. In fact, it would probably be for the best if the ruler of his nation and the ruler of his pack got together to compare notes ahead of the reveal.

Gregori would leave the cleaning up to others. He surely wasn’t being paid for it, in either money or favors, and he knew that he was no match for an archmage. Not without far more available to him than a set of Kamovs.

From what he’d heard of The Ghost, he wouldn’t need to worry about it. If there was anything the accounts agreed on, it was that The Ghost took a very dim view of attacking mundanes. After Fane’s death, it wasn’t a question of whether
 he could remove whoever was behind this, but when
 .

***

Archmage Harper regarded the scry-comm with distaste as Janry ended his stream of orders, tapping his fingers against his thigh. He had been less than convinced about Janry’s plan to begin with, and while he didn’t like the idea of ceding any ground to some upstart GAR replacement he did have limits on what he was willing to risk. More, he had limits on who he was willing to risk it for.

“He didn’t even wait,” Moravin said, his voice tight and controlled. “Magus Leshiel only reported that they’d spotted Taisen’s forces, not that she was defecting. The cowardly bastard had everything ready to go the moment he thought someone might have second thoughts.”

“This shouldn’t surprise you,” Harper said, taking a glass of tea from the servant with a nod. Perhaps they were being indiscreet, simply staying at House Harper instead of following Janry’s plan, but the time for discretion had long passed. To judge by the orders they’d overheard on the scry-comm they weren’t supposed to have, the time for anything but a final decision had passed.

“Perhaps not, but I did think he was overstating things.” Moravin scowled. “Posturing is one thing. Sacrificing entire Houses – his own cadet Houses! – by blaming them for all this destruction is another.”

Harper grunted. Neither of them cared all that much about the Earth Alliance, or even the mundanes so much, but at the same time they didn’t care to be the bonfire upon which Archmage Janry’s star rose. Harper, personally, had thought that the entire operation Janry had described would be a bluff. The teams – all but the one Archmage Tasser was leading to take care of Alpha Chester’s stronghold – were all told they’d most likely just be threatening the target. Only a few, if any, would actually go through with it.

Except that was not what had happened. The moment Magus Leshiel had made sure she was intercepted by Archmage Taisen’s forces, Janry had ordered every one of the teams under him – almost all the fae and half the mages – to move. While Janry himself stayed safe and uninvolved, willing to let everyone else shoulder the blame and consequences.

“He’s going to drag us all down with him,” Harper said. There was no telling exactly how powerful the dragons were, and how much they could do, nor did Harper trust that the new princess was the same as a fae prince. Combined with what The Ghost could do, Harper wasn’t willing to bet that this would be a success, let alone the clean sweep Janry wanted.

“Then what do we do?” Moravin would not normally have deferred to Harper – they were fellow archmages, after all – but with House Harper hosting House Moravin while the latter negotiated new land, he was extending a certain politeness. Harper appreciated it, but the question was rhetorical. Neither of them wanted to be left holding the bag.

“The question is, to whom can we turn?” If Harper and Moravin wanted to come out of this with their skins intact, they had do two things. Bring Janry to account, and survive the experience. Moravin’s metal aspect was far more suited to combat than Harper’s water, but neither of them were particularly practiced or, frankly, nearly as powerful as Janry. As much as nobody wanted to admit it, not all archmages were equal.

Moravin laughed, a dark and ugly thing. Harper looked at him and raised his eyebrows, not entirely encouraged by the expression on his fellow archmage’s face.

“There’s exactly one archmage aside from The Ghost himself that everyone fears, whether they admit it or not. Old Wizzy could deal with him, and I notice that Janry didn’t send any teams to his area.” Moravin shrugged. “Very unlikely that’s coincidence.”

“Agreed,” Harper said, suppressing a shudder. That particular archmage was unbelievably disturbing, and people preferred to ignore him. But after the initial altercation when they’d encountered him, he hadn’t been a troublemaker. At least not until the Earth Alliance had brought him onto their side. “We’d best be off before it’s too late.”

He handed the tea off to his servant and Moravin followed suit. Wells’ purge of GAR had erased most of the existing teleportation network, but there were still a few links. The connections to Portal World Five and Six still existed, as those had been in private hands to begin with and neither of those portal worlds had been in contention. Nobody actually cared about them too much.

There were probably some of Taisen’s people watching
 them of course, but that was of no moment. Neither he nor Moravin were doing anything anyone would object to, save Janry. With Janry’s teams moving, Taisen would probably be pulling in everyone he could as soon as Leshiel spilled the orders, so any watchers would be busy very shortly anyway.

The two of them exited the house grounds, using their flight foci to reach the small nexus set up Faerie-side in a matter of moments. No longer were there switchboard operators, each link having a dedicated teleportation framework. Harper synchronized his vis with the enchantment, and in a blink he was on Earth, near the bitter mana of Portal World Six. Moravin followed after, and the two of them barely had time to get their bearings before a dark shadow with diamond eyes slid along the carved wall toward them.

“Peace!” Moravin said, holding out his hands. “We merely want to speak to your master.” Nobody really
 knew what Wizzy’s shadow could do, as it was the only thing from Portal World Six on Earth. Or anywhere. Even to mage-sight it didn’t look like more than a strange shadow, yet it could move and think and talk, so nobody was willing to risk it.

The shadow paused, the white pinprick eyes looking them over, then vanished. A moment later Wizzy himself arrived in the underground chamber, sliding along the surface of the water as if it were a conveyor. Harper recognized the magic involved, of course, but Wizzy’s control and finesse was still astounding to his eyes. It was too bad the man had no interest in the broader mage world, given his experience.

“Archmage,” Harper said, breaking himself from his admiration of magic technique. “We’re here because we have an important request.”

“Oh?” Wizzy’s voice was not exactly welcoming, but Harper plowed on regardless.

“Archmage Janry has gone too far,” he admitted. “While we might have disagreements with people in your Earth Alliance, neither of us are willing to be disposable catspaws for Janry to realize his vision.”

“And now that you see what trap you’ve walked into, you come to this one begging for help in escaping it,” Wizzy said. It was not a question.

“Call it what you will, but we all know that archmages don’t fight each other. We’re all old, careful, and none of us really know how it’ll turn out.” Moravin snorted and shook his head. “The rest of us wouldn’t stand for it anyway. But now? No, Janry thinks he is better than us, and that he will be some kind of kingmaker when the dust clears.”

“At this very moment, he’s ordering people to sabotage the mundanes here on Earth,” Harper said. “We were
 going to go along with the original plan, but even we have limits. What he’s doing isn’t just politics, it’s going to get a lot
 of people killed and that is only if it works.” It might well be too late for some of the fae and mage teams.

“You want this one to clean up your mess.” Wizzy tilted his head just slightly, and Harper took a breath. This wasn’t going how he expected. If anything, he’d thought that Wizzy would be perfectly happy to help them out, since Janry was his enemy too. The man never participated in the politics of the Archmage’s Council, so Harper thought Wizzy would be straightforward.

“We want to remove someone who has violated all the rules we put on ourselves,” Moravin said into the silence. “He’s willing to sacrifice his own cadet Houses
 . Maybe even his own House! After all, he’s not at House Janry right now
 , where you’d strike.”

“No?” Wizzy showed the first real expression, even if it wasn’t much of one. A single eyebrow went up half an inch.

“He’s with Magus Rossi,” Harper supplied. “Not sure if it’s for an alibi or if he wants hostages. He could probably destroy the entire Enchanting Guild if driven to it. But he might well come out to meet us, given the right excuse.”

“Simply baiting him out would be a pittance of the restitution required from you,” Wizzy said, which made Harper wonder how much Wizzy knew. The oldest archmage in the world was nobody’s fool.

“Better than what Wells would do to us when all this is over,” Moravin said sourly. “Or the dragons, or that new fae princess. Even if Janry’s plan worked, that wouldn’t shield us from reprisals for actual
 deaths.”

“It would not,” Wizzy acknowledged. “Very well. Let us see an end to this foolishness.”

“What excuse are we using?” Moravin asked, looking over to Harper, who smiled in response.

“I am not quite
 as late to this conclusion as it may seem. There have been some messengers from the Greater Courts in Faerie asking about the Houses, and even Archmage Janry – especially Archmage Janry – would have to meet one in person. I was originally intending to suggest that the messenger summon Wells, but under the circumstances I doubt that would work out.”

“The Ghost cares not for Faerie’s blessings,” Archmage Wizzy said, showing a slight trace of amusement. “Yet, bidding a messenger from the Greater Courts will be on your own head. As will many other things.”

“Yes,” Harper sighed. “Let’s get on with it.”

Wizzy stepped forward, his odd shadow coiled at his feet, and waved languidly at the teleportation circle. Neither of them had gotten more than two steps beyond it.

Harper simply turned around and energized the teleportation framework once again, reappearing in the small common compound in Faerie. Archmage Wizzy appeared the moment he stepped out of the receiving circle, and Moravin came last. Harper had the distinct feeling that he
 was being escorted by Wizzy, rather than the other way around.

The return to House Harper was entirely silent, the back of Harper’s neck itching from Wizzy’s regard. When they landed, Harper had a servant bring the appropriate scry-comm before they got past the vestibule. It wasn’t like they were intending to stay.

“Archmage Saren? Yes, this is Harper. I was wondering if that fae messenger was still there with you.” So far, none of the people from the Greater Courts had been by House Harper, but that was perfectly fine with him. Nobody close to Earth dealt with what were euphemistically called the Summer or Winter Courts, since those fae were very far from human.

“Yes, it’s — hang on,” Saren’s voice came over the scry-comm, sounding distracted. “It was
 here.”

“You wanted to see me?” Another voice interrupted Saren’s, and Harper blinked down at the oversized black cat stretched languidly across the polished wooden floor.

“Ah, the messenger is here now,” Harper said, trying to remain calm. It was no good to try and expect normal behavior from deep fae. “Thank you, Archmage Saren.”

“Better you than me,” Saren said, and the scry-comm clicked as he disconnected. Harper turned his attention to the cat, which didn’t look
 all that powerful, but still had managed to teleport directly to House Harper, through all the wards, without him noticing.

“Yes,” Harper said to the cat, glancing back at where Wizzy stood, thumbs tucked into his belt loops. “We were simply thinking that this would be a good time discuss your business in Faerie with Archmage Janry. I would simply need to summon him.”

“I smell treachery,” the cat said with a purr, rolling over in a sunbeam like any housecat — even though there were no windows to cast the beam where the cat lay. “Delicious. Yes, do summon him. Tell him that Cait Sidhe of the Greater Courts requires his presence.”

“Please, come in,” Harper said, beckoning everyone into the front room and then heading into his office to retrieve the scry-comm in question. He took a breath and then activated it.

“Archmage Janry?”

“Yes? I am in the middle of a tour.” Janry’s voice came back, dull as ever but still somehow sounding just a touch acerbic. Unstated was that he was also in the middle of an attempted coup.

“I have a fae from the Greater Courts here at House Harper requesting your presence. Under the circumstances I don’t think it’s in our interests to wait.”

“I see.” There was a pause as Harper waited, and he paced the floor in his study. He suspected that Janry would actually leap at the chance, but the man had never decided anything quickly in his life.

“Yes, very well, that does take precedence,” Janry said. “I will be there shortly.”

“I’ll be waiting,” Harper said, and cut the connection. Then he stepped out of the office and looked at the butler. “Evacuate the staff immediately,” he told the man. “Warn all mages to have shield and flight foci ready.” He hoped it wouldn’t devolve to a battle, but there was no telling what would happen. He’d never actually seen what Wizzy could do.

People flowed out of the House, through the teleporters in the back, even as he returned to the front room. Wizzy was petting the Cait Sidhe, which seemed absolutely suicidal to Harper, but the fae was allowing it so he wasn’t going to say anything.

“He’s on his way,” Harper reported, not certain whether Janry would use the teleporter or fly in. “Be ready.”

“I am,” Wizzy said, scratching the Cait Sidhe between its ears. Harper regarded him uncertainly, but since Wizzy didn’t maintain a sphere of authority it was hard to know what to look for. It also didn’t make him look like a mage, so it might be easier to surprise Janry. Fortunately, the combat was not his
 responsibility.

Moravin cycled through his foci, sphere flickering slightly from reinforcing shields, and Harper went to the vestibule to greet Janry. If he weren’t a water mage, he’d be sweating. It was a long few minutes until the teleport pad activated and started to pull in mana, forming the spell framework before vanishing to reveal Archmage Janry.

“Welcome,” Harper said, hoping that if he looked at all nervous it’d be attributed to the presence of the Cait Sidhe. “It’s just inside. I’m not entirely certain what it wants.”

“Likely to discuss the disposition of Earth,” Janry said brusquely, almost brushing past Harper on his way through the door. “Where is—” He froze just past the vestibule, then whipped his head around, fixing Harper with a cold glare. “Traitor
 .”

Harper’s shields reacted faster than he could, rigid water deflecting stone shards as the ground shook, massive slabs of rock punching through the floor and destroying walls. Metal formed a sphere to protect Moravin, but the Cait Sidhe just watched as Wizzy simply took one step forward. A tiny dot of red punctured stone and shields alike, zipping forward faster than Harper could track, and everything stopped.

Janry stood rigid and unmoving, and Wizzy’s eyes seemed to glow with a strange light as the displaced and conjured stone sank back into the ground. After an instant Harper understood that Wizzy was controlling Janry’s own vis
 and undoing the spells he’d cast. It didn’t repair any of the damage that had been done, but removed all the obstacles Janry had thrown out in the few seconds of combat.

“I suppose—” Moravin began, but was interrupted by a sudden a portal opening, surprising him since he hadn’t even seen the magic to create it. A hulking dragonblooded came through, followed by Archmage Taisen. As if Wizzy weren’t bad enough.

“Ah,” said a voice, coming from a small metal box that Harper hadn’t noticed before. “You already have him.”

“He is helpless,” Wizzy said firmly. “I will ensure he remains so.”

“Good,” said the voice from the box, which Harper knew had to be The Ghost. “He has a lot to answer for.”




Chapter 21 – Revelation

Callum was thrown by his other allies taking care of Janry while he’d been busy putting out fires, but in the end that was what alliances were for. If he’d been by himself, things would not have turned out so well. As it was, the outcome was mostly positive — at least for the Earth Alliance. Janry was rather less fortunate.

One of Janry’s allies was dead, and two others had turned on him — Callum didn’t really get it, but the cadet Houses breaking with Janry was apparently a close equivalent to a country declaring independence. Nearly unprecedented, but under the circumstances it would probably stick. In addition, most of the mages and fae sent on the actual attacks were dead, absolutely severing Janry from any aligned forces.

The Earth Alliance had stopped the vast majority of civilian casualties, but the veil of secrecy had been well and truly broken. Callum didn’t know how that affected Chester’s plans, and since it had only been a few hours after the mad scramble, there hadn’t been time for it to really set in for anyone.

Callum would have almost preferred to just end Janry right then and there, when Wizzy had him dead to rights and his guilt was obvious. Cooler heads prevailed, however, and he waited with everyone else for a proper reckoning. Not that he would have hesitated a moment if the rest of the archmages tried to pardon Janry, but they knew better than that.

“I believe we have a quorum,” said Archmage Montgomery, who was apparently even more important than he had seemed. Once again Callum was attending an event in person, but not one he’d ever expected. He contented himself to stay behind Taisen and Hargrave, next to Gayle and Felicia’s mage companion Ray, all of them standing in House Harper’s courtyard.

It wasn’t exactly a trial. That would imply some sort of legal proceeding, some sort of charges. Instead it was simply most of the archmages coming together and agreeing that Janry had gone too far. It was easy to forget that most of these men and women came from an age where public executions were entertainment — and the only punishment short of death was exile.

Janry was still under Wizzy’s control; the Archmage of Blood lounging in the corner, showing no apparent strain at keeping Janry upright, unmoving, and awaiting his fate. Montgomery stood next to him, dressed in suit and tie, looking for all the world like a young accountant rather than someone about to pronounce death. The other archmages were similarly formal, but lacked the pomp and circumstance of the summit.

“For anyone who doesn’t know, Archmage Janry hired a number of fae and instructed a number of mages to essentially destroy as much of Earth’s mundane infrastructure as possible,” Montgomery said. Callum could quibble with the framing, but the details didn’t matter too much. “He broke our secrecy with Earth in the worst possible way and, worse, betrayed his House and all the cadet Houses that depended on him.

“Does anyone speak in his defense?” Montgomery surveyed the crowd. There was silence. He turned to Janry. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?” Wizzy waggled a negligent finger, and the control slipped enough for Janry to glare at Montgomery.

“Cowards,” he snarled. “History will remember you as the quislings that betrayed your—”

That was as far as he got before Wizzy cut him off. Montgomery was unbothered by the accusations, merely shaking his head theatrically. There was probably some sort of inter-mage politics going on, but it didn’t involve Callum. Only Janry mattered.

“I think the best solution would be to simply exile Janry to a useless portal world. It was not an option we had before but, bereft of a homebond, he could not return.” Montgomery offered a half-bow in Callum’s direction.

“Certainly,” Callum said, though he would have preferred to just shoot Janry and be done with it. Though there was no need to put Janry in a nice and comfortable portal world like his own. In fact, he knew exactly which one he wanted. “Just give me one moment.” He lowered his voice, muttering an aside to Lucy, who was listening in. “Lucy? Could you check the forbidden list and give me the coordinates on Hate Mountain?”

“Sure thing,” Lucy said, catching his intention, and after a minute read off the coordinates and the number of the nearest drone. He was aware of the attention focused on him while he maneuvered the drone to the appropriate area, letting Lucy fly it the last few hundred feet so it was on target, then looked up at Montgomery again.

“Ready.”

Montgomery held up a ring, Janry’s homebond, and then put it in his front pocket.

“We will discuss the disposition of House Janry at a later time, but the House as a whole does not seem to be implicated. I’ll keep this to be returned to the House coffers.” He nodded to Callum. “If you please, Mister Wells.”

Callum reached out, his vis thread flowing through portals to the moon and back, to a specific place in the midwestern United States, and tore open a small portal between realities. Through that small portal he ran another thread, and created an opening between Faerie and the Mountain Made of Hate. Everyone save Wizzy took a step back at the blast of emotion radiating from the portal.

Before anyone could say anything, Wizzy flipped his hand, hurling Janry with his fancy clothes through the portal. Callum snapped it shut. Once again he hosed down the dimensional link over in the US with anti-mana, since he did not want the Mountain Made of Hate to have even a fragment of a chance of breaking through into the real world.

He didn’t care what it did to Janry.

“What was that?” Felicia’s voice floated past his ear, and he glanced back at the fae princess. Her equipment had become even more fanciful and ornate, but it didn’t look at all delicate. If anything, the battle dress had an aura of impregnability about it, as if it could deflect tank shells.

“The reason why I have to be careful when opening new portal worlds,” he told her. “Not everything out there is as pleasant as Faerie.”

“My homeland has its own thorns,” she remarked. “But point taken.”

“We are done here,” Montgomery said, over the muttering that started to arise in the wake of the portal’s closure. “I’m sure we all agree that the matter is settled
 .” His last two words were fairly pointed, and Callum wasn’t certain whether he was sending a message to the Earth Alliance or the people who had agreed with Janry.

Some of the archmages flitted up into the air, headed back to their own Houses. Others grouped up in twos and threes, discussing things, while Wizzy sauntered over to the Earth Alliance area. Callum would have been quite happy to leave himself, but he was everyone’s ride so he had to be considerate.

“I’d have preferred a public execution,” Wizzy remarked. “But I think your demonstration was effective as well.” He narrowed his eyes at Callum, his shadow curling up over his shoulders. “You’re not opening up the hells, are you?”

“Absolutely not,” Callum assured him. “Nobody knows how to get there but me, and I’m making sure to eradicate the connection with prejudice.”

“Excellent,” Wizzy clapped him on the shoulder. He wasn’t the only one who wanted to be certain that any link to such a place was properly severed. Montgomery himself didn’t come over, but a few of the other archmages that Callum had seen in Montgomery’s orbit approached with essentially the same concern. Nobody wanted to deal with monstrosities like the Mountain Made of Hate.

They weren’t intending to stay for long. The gathering was impromptu to begin with, and Chester was still dealing with world leaders. Yet before Callum had a chance to make a portal back he saw a man in ordinary clothes, a button-down shirt and slacks, following a cat, both of them walking straight toward him. Something about the man bothered him, but it took a moment for Callum to realize exactly what it was.

Callum couldn’t sense him.

By his spatial perceptions, there was no one there. He could see the person, but there wasn’t even the slightest disturbance in the mana field. The grass bent under the man’s feet, and he seemed real enough, but something about him made Callum’s hair stand on end.

“Ah, you are The Ghost?” He asked, the cat sitting down next to his feet and washing its paw.

“I am,” Callum said cautiously, ready to teleport away. Hargrave and Taisen were nearby and didn’t seem concerned, but they didn’t have Callum’s senses.

“I appreciate you helping out Queen Felicity,” the man said, offering a hand. Callum took it, still disturbed by his inability to sense the man — but the hand was real enough, the handshake firm. “Good luck with your Earth troubles. Just don’t open any more portals like that here, eh?”

“Thank you,” Callum said, feeling somewhat at a loss. “I don’t intend to.” He wasn’t sure what else to say, but Felicia rushed over, saying something in a rapid patter he couldn’t understand at all. The man laughed and turned to her, replying in the same language, something that sounded a little like Gaelic. Then she hugged him, and turned to beckon Ray over.

“I wonder who that is,” Callum muttered, taking a step back, glad to leave the weird fae to people with more experience.

“No idea,” Lucy said into his earpiece. “Shows up strange on the feed. Like, he’s in higher fidelity than everything else, and that’s just bizarre.”

“Fae are strange,” Callum agreed. The odd man wandered off after a brief conversation with Ray, the black cat trotting along next to him. Felicia stepped up to Callum, while Ray trailed in her wake, looking dazed.

“Ready to go,” she said, glancing at the other archmages who had come.

“Sure,” he said, reaching out to make a portal for them. While Felicia did have her own Ways transport, it didn’t lead directly to House Hargrave. Not yet. “Who was that, by the way?” Felicia blinked at him, then laughed musically, the grass dancing to the sound of her voice.

“That was my father,” she said, smiling. “Oberon. King of Faerie.”

“Oh,” Callum managed, feeling as if someone had walked over his grave.

“Holy crap,” Lucy said.

“I think he likes you,” Felicia added. “So long as you stay over on Earth, anyway.”

“That’s the plan,” Callum said fervently.

“We’d better go,” Hargrave butted in, either being more sanguine about the ruler of Faerie crashing the party or not actually knowing about it. Considering that nobody had really seemed to pay attention to Oberon, Callum guessed it was the latter. If Oberon could fool Callum’s magical senses, then he could fool everyone else’s.

“Right,” Callum said, and opened the portal to House Hargrave. “Good luck.”

Everyone went through, and Callum took one last glance around to see if he could see Oberon before teleporting himself home. Once he was in his own private portal world he relaxed somewhat, and opened a portal for Lucy from the war room so she didn’t have to walk. Alex was happily snacking on fruit, completely unaware of the drama of the past few hours.

“Thanks, dear,” Lucy said, stepping through and easing herself onto the couch. “How long before they make the announcement?”

“Another couple hours,” Callum said, putting his arm around her. “I’ll be playing taxi a little bit, but for the most part I’m out of it. Honestly, I don’t know if there’s going to be total chaos or everyone is just going to collectively shrug and go on with their lives.”

“Probably both,” Lucy said. “Why don’t we invite the Connors over? Their daughter is only a little younger than Alex.”

“Sounds great,” Callum said, though he still felt he barely knew the people he’d rescued years ago. They were definitely Lucy’s friends, but it would be great for Alex to meet someone who wasn’t a mage or shifter as well.

Especially since the two worlds were about to finally meet.

***

Chester stood on a stage in full war-form, wearing a suit and tie fitted to his stature. He had been working with his symbiote to adjust the details of his shifted state, making him look slightly less bestial. Instead he was carefully groomed to appear noble, elegant, civilized, courageous, and all the other things people attributed to wolves — even if he wasn’t a wolf. Appearances mattered, and first impressions mattered most of all.

Which was why Felicia, in her fantastical battle-dress, was being attended by pixies. There were none of the darker fae around for this, and while Felicia still looked dangerous, it was more along the lines of being a regal queen than a monster or thug. Taking up half the stage on the opposite side from Felicia, Shahey was present as a full winged dragon. Unlike his usual personas, the massive form was gold-scaled and clad in sleek black cybernetic barding, making him look more like a civilized person than a beast.

House Hargrave and House Taisen represented those mages still based in Earth proper. Hargrave had his core family seated in chairs, while Taisen had a small squad with both men and women. The Hargraves all were dressed formally, in a fashion not quite like anything on Earth, while Taisen and his people were all in pseudo-military uniforms, making their disposition clear.

He rather wished he could have had The Ghost there, considering how important Wells had been to the entire architecture of events that had brought the supernatural world to this point. But he hadn’t even asked, for The Ghost was The Ghost and to serve as a proper bogeyman he should be invisible, unattainable, and unknown.

Of course there weren’t just supernaturals around, as that would have defeated the point. World leaders and captains of industry, as well as no few celebrities, had been invited and sat on riser platforms flanking the stage, catered to with fae delicacies. The press pool had representatives from major networks, as well as the biggest streamers he could find.

The venue was not on Earth, nor was it Faerie or the Deep Wilds. The political implications of holding it in someone’s territory were too tangled, and the entire point was to show that supernaturals were not
 of Earth. Instead, they were using one of Wells’ new portal worlds, something fantastical enough to be obviously not Earth.

There were three suns and four moons in the sky. The suns were visibly red, blue, and green, the moons were pastel, and one even had rings. In the distance, waterfalls cascaded up inverted mountains, dripping into shining spheres that floated lazily through the clouds, occasionally bursting and dumping their contents onto the landscape below. It was, frankly, unlivable; the entire landscape was unstable and the day was permanent, but it made for a perfect backdrop to demonstrate the reality of magic.

“Everything’s ready,” Lisa murmured from where she was standing at the back of the stage. One of the advantages of shifter senses was that he could listen in on all the communication traffic without needing an earpiece. Chester acknowledged that through the pack bond and took a few steps forward to the podium. The microphone there was of dragon make, a sleek chrome thing set into the surface of the podium, and there were enchantments around the speakers to project them evenly over the entire gathering.

“People of Earth,” Chester said, not showing how amused he was to be using that particular phrase. “My name is Chester, and I am speaking to you on behalf of the Earth Alliance of Supernaturals. I am the leader of the Midwest Shifters, and I am sure you can guess what branch of supernatural I represent.” He gestured to himself, his wolf-man form, and smiled at the chuckles from the press pool.

“I can assure you this is not a joke, not a stunt. Magic is very real, though this is a relatively recent phenomenon.” He didn’t specify exactly how
 recent. There was inevitably going to be a balance of truth and spin, though it would do nobody any good to tell outright lies. “It has been a secret, but the time for that secrecy is over.” Chester paused to look around at the cameras and phones, his ears flicking as he heard the muttered conversations between various people in the audience. Nobody disbelieved him, not after seeing things with their own eyes, but many of them were wondering exactly what the catch was. Chester didn’t blame them.

“Some of you are no doubt aware of the disturbances of the past few hours. I am sure that many have speculated that it was a result of a terrorist organization, and on that you would be right. But it was not a terrorist organization of Earth. There are bad actors in every country, and ours are no exception. A small group of zealots tried to do as much damage as they could, to prevent us from establishing peaceful relations.” Chester shook his head in disapproval.

“They failed, and now they are no longer a threat.” He let his voice harden for the last half of the sentence. “That leaves us free to engage in proper diplomacy without worrying about those who might try to sabotage the process.” Some of the major news networks were trying to shout questions, but Felicia had taken care of that. Those on the stage had total control of who could be heard, and how.

“Some of you may be wondering how it is that you’re hearing me in your native tongue. Take it as a demonstration of magic, in addition to what you see around me.” Chester gestured at the stage. “To my right is Queen Felicity Blackblood, ruler of Earth’s fae. She has generously provided the translation spell that is rendering my words into the language of your choice. The venue itself has been provided by a certain individual who has been working tirelessly to keep people safe.” He waved his hand around at the absurd landscape. Let people take that as they would.

“Very little will be changing with this announcement. Very few of us actually dwell on Earth, and those that do are ordinary citizens. That will not change. Instead, we will be opening our borders. Trade, knowledge, and even immigration — because you certainly have as much to offer us as we have to offer you.” Chester smiled politely at the cameras, something that looked more rakish than hostile – he had practiced it in the mirror – and then half-turned to look at Felicia.

“And now I will let Queen Felicity introduce herself. After all, I only represent myself in this alliance, it’s better that you hear from each of the members on their own terms.” He stepped away and Felicia glided to the microphone to begin her own speech. Chester fell back to stand with Lisa, who reached out to take his hand. The cameras caught it, of course, but that was by design. All of it was theatre, though he didn’t need theatre to hold hands.

Chester listened to Felicia’s part, which was slanted to emphasize the separate nature of the fae. There was no in-depth explanation, not the sort of minutiae that would be of interest to lawmakers and businessmen, but something aimed more at the average citizen. Mostly she showed a face that was close to the lighter tales of fae, with just a hint of the underlying steel so people didn’t think she was a pushover. Unlike with Chester’s speech, she did allow one question through the veil of silence, right at the very end.

“What happened with the missile in India? How did you do that?”

“I asked it to return,” Felicia said, calm and serene, and then turned the stage over to Shahey.

The advent of a multi-ton cybernetic dragon talking to the press caused more of a stir than a shifter or a fae queen did, even taking into account the single question she’d allowed. Chester didn’t mind; Shahey’s form was
 rather dramatic. Unlike himself and Felicia, Shahey didn’t have much to say. Dragons preferred to play their cards close to their vest, and even if Shahey and his fellows intended to take a more active role, they weren’t like the other races. There just weren’t many dragons.

The mages were last, with good reason. Telling the rest of humanity that they could
 learn magic, or at least their great-grandchildren could, given proper care, would probably make it difficult to focus on anything else. Hargrave looked grandfatherly enough to radiate authority, and Taisen’s sharp dress and sharper demeanor meant people would take him seriously when he discussed the dangers of portal worlds.

When all the official speeches were over, Hargrave’s people sunk the stage back into the ground with a judicious application of earth magic, and sound exploded as people could finally ask questions. Chester let his younger and more patient pack members mingle, but he kept himself separate, slipping into the risers where the VIPs were. Felicia did the same, but Shahey stood where he was, watching with amusement. For some reason people were less interested in mobbing a cyber-dragon the size of a schoolbus.

“I’ve still got to pinch myself to make sure this is real.” The President of the United States took a sip of the faintly glowing fae drink in the fluted glass he was carrying. The Secret Service men near him looked acutely uncomfortable, and Chester didn’t blame them. The security concerns had been the main sticking point for most of the people in attendance, but it turned out that when push came to shove, none of the leaders were going to pass up the opportunity to attend.

“I will admit we’re playing some of it up,” Chester said, inclining his head to the president. “Most of the time things are fairly normal. Most of what I do is just paperwork, which I’m sure you understand.”

“Oh, do I,” he chuckled, though Chester could still smell the anxiety that underlay the casual conversation. “You have no idea how much paperwork that a dozen new countries is going to cause. In fact, you all have, shall we say, rearranged all the normal political considerations. There’s just supernaturals now.”

“I suspect that won’t last long,” Lisa said, offering the president a reassuring smile, since she had remained in human form. “Once it turns out that not much actually changes except for a few new luxuries, most people will go back to normal.”

“Maybe. I tell you what, it’s going to wreak havoc with the election cycle,” the president said, and Chester laughed.

“Just have to remind people we’re not the enemy,” Chester said. “This is all in aid of not
 having to fight. Nobody wins if it comes to that.”

“I have to admit, using magic to prevent sabotage to the nuclear arsenals does
 rather endear you to most people,” the president said, not mentioning that it was magic that had allowed that in the first place. “The one thing that does worry me is people wanting to leave to become mages or shifters or the like. Perhaps the grass is always greener, but hardly anyone would turn down nigh-immortality and physical or magical powers.”

“Absolutely,” Chester agreed. “But these things aren’t free. No supernatural is completely human, even mages, and anyone who wants to live by fae or shifter rules is going to find that their power comes with an awful lot of strings attached. Mages take generations to breed, and even then it doesn’t guarantee anything.”

“And dragons?” The President glanced down at where Shahey was talking to one particularly brave reporter.

“Dragons are dragons. Bother them at your peril,” Chester said simply.

“Ha! Good to know the stories are right about that, at least.”

“Most of the stories and legends predate us,” Chester told him. Most of the world leaders had been briefed, but the Earth Alliance hadn’t put together full histories or the like. It wasn’t their place. “We’re still not entirely certain how the portal worlds work, and it might be those stories that influenced the way the magic manifests.”

“Interesting.” The president cocked his head, as someone muttered into his earpiece and Chester pretended he couldn’t hear the question. The aides and security that the president had brought were spread out around the venue, but clearly someone was paying attention to their conversation. “It occurs to me there’s a major sort of legend missing.”

“Vampires, yes,” Chester admitted. “They did exist, and there is a portal world where they live. Certain of us objected to the fact that vampires feed on people, so they were removed from Earth.”

“Now that
 sounds like a threat,” the president said. “You can remove entire races from Earth?”

“If we closed all the portal worlds, Earth would go on as usual,” Lisa said softly. “You wouldn’t lose anything. It’s the supernaturals who are strangers here.”

“As you say,” the president replied, not quite accepting it. “I am quite surprised that you could push an entire species off Earth without anyone noticing.”

“We didn’t,” Chester said. “That worldwide suicide cult business a few years back — that was the vampires.”

“I see.” The president looked and smelled surprised, but that just went to show he hadn’t actually read the full briefing. The vampires had been very thoroughly blamed for that, perhaps more than they should have been, but it was not too difficult to paint monsters as monsters. “Taking care of something that large would have required a lot of personnel,” he hinted, listening to whoever was on the earpiece.

“Fewer than you’d think,” Chester said with a laugh. “The Ghost is quite the force multiplier.”

“Who exactly is
 this Ghost? I’ve heard the name several times and it hasn’t been made all that clear who, or what, that is.” Some of the other high-profile guests who had been standing around listening to the conversation all looked quite interested in that answer — especially with Felicia’s spell rendering everyone temporarily omnilingual.

“He is someone who values his privacy,” Chester demurred. “I can tell you this, however: his only interest is ensuring that there’s no conflict between humans and supernaturals. He is entirely independent and, as you can imagine, somewhat terrifying. Not many people can provide entirely new portal worlds, after all.”

“Sounds like quite the bogeyman,” the Russian prime minister said.

“Yes, indeed,” Chester agreed.




Chapter 22 – Reality

Callum cradled his new daughter, looking at her tiny wrinkled face while Lucy slept. The house was quiet, the light filtering in through the windows was warm, and the fresh air blowing in from the garden was sweet. It was peaceful in a way that he hadn’t really experienced since the halcyon days of youth, and all his worries seemed so distant. Though part of that was because most of the things he’d been worried about had been taken care of.

He was certainly glad little Alice had waited to be born until after all the nonsense with Janry and the subsequent reveal to the world. There hadn’t been any terrible incidents he needed to deal with, but there had been lots of shuttling to do while permanent portal infrastructure was being set up. Going public had actually been a relief. A few days of chaotic markets and various level of riot in a few places, but the general public had settled down fairly quickly. Some people, and some governments, were still so obviously hostile to supernaturals that nobody was going to be living there anytime soon, but even something as big as magic existing couldn’t hold the headlines for all that long.

There were still bills passing through the governments of half the countries in the world, debates, endless news articles, but it was just one of many things in the general furor of civilization. The problems weren’t over, but he didn’t have to worry about either a shadow war or a nuclear one. He didn’t even have to worry about the inevitable political nonsense, because he was out of it.

He glanced out of the open door at where Alex was driving around a miniature car in the back yard, and waved at his son. Alex waved back enthusiastically, nearly crashing into the porch, and Callum chuckled, waving again and making a face at his son. While Alex had dutifully met his little sister, there wasn’t much he could do while she was sleeping and Callum was too distracted to try anything else at the moment.

“Hey, I think it’s my turn.”

Callum looked over to where Lucy had woken up, sitting up partway and making grabby hands in his direction. He chuckled and stood up, walking the few paces from the bedroom door and handing over Alice. Lucy cradled her daughter and made kissy noises before looking back up at him.

“Anything happen during my nap?”

“Nah,” Callum said, taking Alice back and settling her into the bassinet offering his hand to her to help Lucy up from the bed. “We got a half-dozen emails about portals but no actual emergencies.”

“Bah, we’re on vacation,” Lucy said, dismissing the inquiries from various presidents, premiers, and kings, and taking his hand to stand up. “They can wait.”

“Yeah,” Callum agreed. He found he was less impressed by such titles after all he’d been through. “I’m still worried I’m going to get a ping from Chester or Taisen and have something dire happening.”

“They can solve their own problems,” Lucy said, the two of them walking outside into the pleasant sunny warmth of their private portal world. “They’ve got mages and dragons and Felicia’s Gates. We’ve put in enough effort.”

In the weeks that followed, most of the demand on House Wells was actually Lucy’s business. Various Houses settling into their own private portal worlds wanted proper internet and, combined with mages clueless about modern electronics, it made for an amusing and frustrating type of tech support. Information infrastructure wasn’t magic, and that was the problem.

She spent a lot of time on the phone, though a great may problems were mitigated when one of the dragons simply created an internet provider. It wasn’t one of the dragons Callum had been properly introduced to, and the provider wasn’t large, but it was good enough. The dragon could simply create new infrastructure from nothing and run optical fibers through tiny feeder portals, so there was just one building and Lucy didn’t have to deal with third or fourth parties to get the installations done.

He spent most of his time with his kids, but in his spare hours Callum found an opportunity to go back to his old profession. While mage Houses were sturdy and well-decorated, many of them were woefully designed. They just aped Gothic or Tudor styles without any real understanding of things like airflow or plumbing or wiring.

It was great fun working with the Guild of Enchanting to create designs that incorporated the possibilities of magic and enchantments along with more conventional infrastructure. He didn’t know who might be using his designs, but they probably didn’t even know the plans came from The Ghost. Like the portal world distribution, it was done through Rossi both because Callum didn’t feel like dickering and because it kept things anonymous.

The money from that was deposited into a new account in a bank run by Miami’s fae prince, Ferrochar. There had been some financial fallout in the markets from the supernatural reveal, just due to panic and speculation, but Ferrochar had so many existing contacts within Earth’s financial space that he’d taken over the bulk of the currency conversions. So far most of the Houses hadn’t bothered to try and sell their services, as they were used to just dealing directly with other mages or fae, but it was only a matter of time.

Unfortunately, while things seemed to be going mostly
 well when it came to the public knowledge of supernaturals, Chester was still having issues. The media blitz around what had happened at his compound had done a lot of damage, and even an official Presidential pardon didn’t really fix that. Callum was pretty sure that if the government wanted to, they could have cleared up all the legal issues surrounding Chester’s properties and people, but the higher ups weren’t quite so grateful as to remove the leverage they had against the local supernaturals.

“It’ll pass eventually,” Chester said when he visited, lounging appreciatively in a shifter-sized lawn chair. With his own private bad penny and homebond, Chester could travel the portal worlds as he pleased, and the shifter had played host so many times Callum had no problem inviting him over on occasion. “I actually figured it’d be worse, considering everything.”

“Governments don’t like the idea of being manipulated or deceived. At least not when it becomes known,” Callum agreed, teleporting a couple of beers from the fridge. He handed one to Chester, who popped the stop off with a flick of his thumb.

“Exactly. Not being able to read in some of my allies ahead of time hurt, too. I wanted to, but Janry jumped the gun.” Chester shrugged and took a drink. “Still, I have to admit I’m a little disappointed, and I was thinking about other options for the future.”

“Yeah?” Callum raised his eyebrows, stretched out in his own chair watching Alex and a half-dozen shifter kids tear around the front yard. “I mean, I’d be happy to find you a portal world, but you’re kind of stuck to the Deep Wilds, aren’t you?”

“Sadly, yes. But I was thinking about the future. Ultimately the Deep Wilds portal itself needs to be moved somewhere that isn’t owned by one government or another. Some of my pack are putting together a pressure chamber and we might prevail upon you to move it to the seafloor somewhere.” Chester’s hand snapped out to catch a flying foam football, tossing it back to the kids.

“That is not a problem,” Callum assured him.

“The same team is also
 putting together a larger pressurized compound,” Chester confided “I’ve got a somewhat trickier request. I know that you have portals out in space. Given that all the land on Earth is more or less claimed, what about the moon?”

“Ha! Werewolves on the moon,” Callum said with a laugh. “I know you aren’t werewolves but it still amuses me.

“Wait until Lucy hears about it,” Chester said dryly. “I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“I think there’s even a song about it,” Callum agreed with a smile. “Absolutely doable, though. I honestly thought about doing that myself, but a portal world is a lot more livable. Since that isn’t an option for you…” He shrugged and sipped at his own beer. “Keep in mind I’m still not great at transporting large things. I’ll have to bring it over in pieces.”

“Believe me, just being able to casually
 transport stuff to the moon’s surface is more than enough.” Chester lifted his beer in salute. “Especially if it means that nobody’s going to find out I’m taking up room in a national park.”

“Yeah, I’m sure that certain people would hold that against you,” Callum agreed, reaching out through his moon nexus and grabbing a space drone. Chester’s request clearly wasn’t all that time-sensitive, but Callum figured he might as well pull up a visual while they were talking. He didn’t want to bother Lucy, who was pestering Lisa for cookie recipes, so he pulled his laptop to him and brought up the feed himself. “I can imagine a bunch of people are going to be mad if you’re the first moon colonist too, but oh well.”

“Can’t please everyone,” Chester agreed, leaning over to look at the feed of the stark moonscape. “That is absolutely surreal.”

“There’s a reason why I’m glad I found this place,” Callum said, gesturing out at the sunny day, the pleasant breeze, the rainbows of blowing mist in the distance from island waterfalls. “The moon sounds great and all, but it’s really not that exciting.”

“You’re definitely biased,” Chester said with a chuckle. “I don’t think I’d like to stay here long term myself, but you’re damned lucky you found something this good.”

“I admit it,” Callum said. “Though there are some nice ones for the other mage Houses. A few you’d probably like, all forests. I think only one or two have serious beasts like the Deep Wilds or the Night Lands though. Let alone something like Faerie.” His personal theory was that all the portal worlds that had any significant presence had already broken through to Earth. It didn’t seem a coincidence that, aside from certain exceptions, all the portal worlds he found were small and barren, relatively speaking.

“We’ll stick with the Deep Wilds and the moon for now,” Chester said. “There’s no emergency.” Callum nodded agreement and the two of them sipped beer for a while until Lucy and Lisa vanished into the house.

“There they go,” Callum said with a laugh.

“Well, you’re in for it,” Chester said. “I’ll give a you a warning.”

“Oh?” Callum lifted his eyebrows inquiringly.

“It takes a lot of exercise to work off those cookies,” Chester said. “Lisa’s recipe is addictive.”

Chester’s visit prodded Callum to go and finish some of the half-considered projects he’d started before the crisis. There wasn’t any reason to put things off anymore, aside from laziness and his preoccupation with the new addition to his family. The latter was a good reason, but the former wasn’t.

First, he made a permanent portal between his pocket universe and reality. After the dragon portal, he didn’t have much trouble even if it was a lot of effort. He had to buy more vis crystals, but at this point he had enough spare wealth that was not a problem.

“So what’s the plan here?” Lucy said, holding Alice and peering through the portal at the tiny island on the other side. Alex jumped back and forth through the portal threshold, from rock to grass and back again.

“Moon portal,” Callum said, watching Alex just in case he jumped too far and fell in the ocean. “I’ll buy one of Chester’s habitats and put it up by the nexus. That way there’s magic there and I don’t have to replace stuff so often, and on the off chance we lose our drones there’s a way back to our home reality. Plus, I know you love the moon nexus. I figure you’d love a space room too.”

“Ooh!” Lucy grinned, her eyes sparkling as she envisioned it. “Absolutely. If there’s enough radiation shielding we can even take the kids. Does magic heal radiation damage? Gayle will want to find out I guess…”

“All of that,” Callum agreed. “I guess for now, though, we can take a beach day.”

“Beach day!” Alex cheered, and ran off to the house to get his things.

After the permanent connection was a success and he had a permanent link to the moon, Callum finally was ready to approach something he’d promised a very long time ago. Frankly he was surprised that Shahey had been so patient, but perhaps he’d been busy with the supernatural reveal. Or maybe dragons were just so long-lived that the delay wasn’t really noticeable. Either way, Callum needed to figure out how to create portals to
 Earth from the portal worlds — and to whatever other universes the portal worlds bordered.

Of all the extant portals, it was Portal World Five’s connection that was, surprisingly, the most useful for that. Mictlān’s portal was too strange, the Deep Wilds was too messy. The Fae portal seemed to be partly fae magic, and of course the dragonlands portal had been opened from Earth-side. The sea portal was the only one with a useful structure to crib from, and with his existing expertise he was able to get a sense of what changes he needed to make.

Interestingly, the incoming structure, to jump from portal worlds to real universes, didn’t seem to work on the Earth side of things, whereas the outgoing dimensional portal still functioned in portal worlds. There was obviously some complexity to the higher-dimensional topology that he didn’t understand, but actually trying to map out the way all the magic and physics worked together was a job for someone else.

He used one of the more barren and useless portal worlds for testing, a stretch of orange desert sand under a dull red sky, and punched holes in various directions. Some of them led back to the starting section in Arizona, but most did not. Straying too far from the point of origin or using the initial dimensional pattern usually meant the portal attempts just collapsed, but there were a few points of congruency with some other place.

The little portal he made in the test world showed a completely different stretch of desert, sand and scrub and unfamiliar mountains. He hastily closed the portal and marked the area, but didn’t go any further than that for the moment. It might well be just a deserted region, but if it was some other inhabited world he didn’t want to kick off any potential problems by leaking magic through.

“You know, we could set up an interdimensional travel agency,” Lucy said, scrubbing back and forth through the little bit of footage there was of the portal’s destination. “We’re halfway there already. Go visit exotic magic places! Other planets! The moon!”

“It’s tempting,” Callum laughed. “I’m a little afraid of contamination though. Portal worlds are one thing, but if we break out into a normal physics universe I think we have to worry about actually running into nasty viruses or fungi or something.”

“Spoilsport,” Lucy accused him. “But yeah I’ve read enough horror stories that it’s probably best to be careful.”

“I’ll still make one for the dragons,” Callum remarked, looking over the images himself. “They can deal with that sort of thing no problem.”

“Fae could, too. Probably shifters could,” Lucy pointed out.

“One way, yeah. But not the other way.” Callum wrinkled his nose, considering the strange flora and fauna of the Deep Wilds, or the weirdness of some of the fae. Not something he’d want to unleash on an unsuspecting world. The dragons, at least, showed they had a respect for the fragility of alien civilizations.

“Now that you mention it, I’m pretty sure you’re right,” Lucy said. She frowned thoughtfully. “Did this place have magic? Pretty sure contamination wouldn’t be an issue if it did.”

“I couldn’t tell,” Callum admitted. “I didn’t want to mess with it overmuch. I’ll do more investigation with the dragons, just in case there’s issues.”

Shahey was enthusiastic about it when Callum called him up. He still had his gym business in Tanner, with that particular version of himself still anonymous. The dragons in general had seemed to make out well, aside from all the pestering they were getting from fantasy enthusiasts. And certain quarters of the internet, but that was inevitable. It turned out that most governments were quite happy to deal with people of nigh-infinite wealth.

“The more options we have, the better,” Shahey told him, his voice coming through an ordinary phone call. “Even if you open up onto some deserted world or an airless iceball we can probably use it. There’s always something to be learned, and if it’s a different reality entirely there might be some tricks we can adapt. New physics is fun.”

“That’s not a phrase I thought I’d hear,” Callum remarked, shaking his head at the strangeness of dragons. “I’m not sure how easy it’s going to be hit another reality with the size of your portal world. But we can give it a shot.”

“We’ll be ready when you are,” Shahey said. “We’ve put some thought into how to properly protect portals now.”

“Yeah, I saw what you did for the Deep Wilds.” He actually hadn’t seen what was going on with the dragonlands portal since that one had been entirely enclosed by a vis-dense fortress. The mana came out, but even he wouldn’t find it easy to infiltrate the layers of metal and stone built up over the island. The Deep Wilds was less heavily protected, but there was still protection around the actual magical framework where it hung in space.

It had been a while since he’d done any work inside the dragonlands proper, and the dragons had built a little train system along the surface of the great cliff. Or more likely, simply magicked one into existence, since it was clearly there solely for conveying his drone around to various test sites. The car shot along the rails at a hundred miles an hour or more, carrying the drone to big metal spheres anchored in the infinite cliffside.

At each stop Callum tested both of the dimensional portal types, trying to punch a hole either back to reality or deeper into the portal world space. While he’d done a little bit of testing before, it hadn’t gone very far before he’d had to deal with other things. Now that he had all the time in the world, he could actually be thorough about it. He even had the time to recharge the vis crystals between tests, only doing a couple attempts each day.

It was no surprise to Callum that most of the endless cliff didn’t lead anywhere, the portals just collapsing when he tried. Considering that the portal world seemed to be transfinite, or at least larger than a planet, actually stumbling on a location that intersected some other place would take some real luck. Unless the destinations were infinite too, but that wasn’t a thought process Callum was going to go into very much. Infinities stopped making sense pretty quickly.

Surprisingly, after only a couple weeks of on-off experimentation, he did open a portal to a different reality. He popped a drone through and a single glance at the feed showed him that it was definitely not Earth. The sky was greener and there was a massive band stretching from horizon to horizon: a planetary ring. The surrounding foliage was green, but absolutely alien, forgoing the usual thin leaf shape for stretched balls that looked almost half-melted.

The opening was at the base of a cliff, and while Callum didn’t see any signs of intelligent life, complex plants were a good baseline. Interestingly, it did seem like the universe was one without magic. Mana poured through the portal, but it spread out and began dissipating into the environment very quickly, like water into sand.

“Found one,” Callum said over the line to Shahey. “Why don’t you take a look, see what you think?”

Instantly a swirl of mana and vis condensed in the metal box anchored into the cliff face, and Shahey’s avatar appeared. He peered through the dime-sized hole in the middle of the empty room, and then another insane expenditure of vis manifested a second avatar on the other side. The second one was, at least to Callum’s viewpoint, absolutely hilarious as it was no more then three feet high, a tiny lizard-man that looked around and sniffed the air and kicked at the soil.

“Seems good,” the Shahey on the far side said. “Nothing too bad here. We can deal with the quarantine.

“Right,” Callum said. “Here we go.” He tapped into his vis crystals and tore open a massive hole between dimensions. A thirty-foot portal was still a hell of an effort, even with all his practice and with magical batteries to take up most of the slack. The moment it was open Shahey surrounded it with mana-conductive metal shaped exactly to the three-dimensional structure of the portal. The inner ring, multiple stabilization rings, the feeder vortices splaying out from the outer surfaces to inhale the local mana, everything was almost instantly cast in a permanent mold.

“Okay, that’s impressive,” Callum admitted. “I might have to ask for that for mine.” It wasn’t exactly an enchantment, it was more like the structures were armored, allowed to flux and spin without giving anything the chance to interrupt it.

“That can be arranged,” Shahey said, the mini-Shahey dissipating now that the portal was open in full. Callum would still have to manage it until the mana took over, but it’d be a faster process than the first time he’d made a portal for the dragons. The mana-conductive support helped, as did the fact that this time the initial structure hadn’t nearly fallen apart.

Over the weeks that followed, Callum opened a few more permanent portals. One was from the Deep Wilds back into Earth, to be positioned as a connection between Chester’s Deep Wilds base and his moon base. Another was a second alternate-universe connection for the dragons to yet another reality, and two others were for Houses who wanted permanent connections back to Earth.

He tried to ignore the slow roil of the political issues between Earth and the various supernaturals as much as possible. The only time he’d be necessary would be when The Ghost had to step in, which didn’t happen too often now that the powers-that-be were against conflict. Which wasn’t to say he was completely out of it.

Despite all the agreements, a small group of breakaway mages from one of the Chinese houses decided to set themselves up as warlords in a rural district in Mongolia, and Taisen brought in The Ghost to neutralize them to prevent collateral damage. Callum didn’t even need to kill anyone, he simply needed to hose the quartet down with anti-mana enough that they couldn’t do more than voice complaints. Taisen came by to collect them with people from the main branch of the House, and Callum very much doubted they’d be treated gently.

Later in the year, a multinational interest hired a private military company to kidnap some shifters. While shifters were far more robust than humans, they weren’t invulnerable, especially those who were lower in the hierarchy. At the same time, they were still supernaturals and neither the mercenaries nor their employers knew what they were dealing with.

The Ghost evacuated the shifter families out from under the noses of their captors, and then opened the path for Chester and Felicia to take care of the soldiers. The fallout of that was significant, since there was very concrete proof and witnesses as to who wanted supernaturals for their own private purposes, and why. There were some nations that failed to extradite the masterminds, but they found themselves cut off from supernatural trade and support.

Considering how long supernaturals lived, Callum was pretty sure that policy wasn’t going to get reversed anytime soon. In fact he wouldn’t care too much if the people in question ended up mysteriously committing suicide or the like, given how transparently guilty they were, but he wasn’t getting involved himself. It wasn’t his business, and The Ghost only had one role. Getting involved in the ever-present morass of politics was not it.

As Alex started attending actual magic classes, Callum sat in because he’d never had the background himself. Most of it wasn’t helpful to him either, because so much focused on the bubble method, but he took notes anyway. He also didn’t quite
 trust mage teachers, even if it was a House Hargrave tutor, so he wanted to be on hand in case any of the old attitudes toward so-called mundanes leaked through.

Once they passed into the depths of summer, Lucy suggested a cookout, and Callum agreed. In a way it hadn’t been all that long, but several months without needing to worry about anyone trying to hunt him down or hurt his friends or allies had been relaxing in a way he didn’t know he needed. Ever since that day in the gym, he’d been on guard against supernatural authorities of one type or another, but all that was gone. There was nobody out for his blood — or at least, if someone was he had plenty of protection and powerful allies.

The invitation turned into an actual barbeque; shifters really liked cooking, and since Callum lacked the correct apparatus for anything more than grilling Chester brought his own. Not to mention coming an entire day early to get it started. Callum had to get extra outdoor furniture to fit everyone, since somehow it turned out there were more people than he’d expected.

The Connors and their kid came from Florida, and Chester and Lisa came with some of Alex’s friends and their parents, along with the people he knew from Winut — Arthur, Jessica and Gerry, and Clara and her parents. Gayle, Glenda, and some of the Hargrave household, though not Archmage Hargrave himself. Ray and Felicia even showed up, which was a surprise considering that she was busy dealing with her own kingdom and it was just a barbeque, not an official gathering.

It was a far cry from sitting in his back yard, practicing magic in secret.

“So what does House Wells intend to do now?” Gayle asked once all the food had started flowing from grills and smokers, using telekinesis to hold up some barbequed ribs rather than getting her fingers messy. Which probably wasn’t really in the spirit of barbeque, but Callum wasn’t going to complain. Especially since he started doing the same thing.

“I’m not sure House Wells needs to do
 anything,” Callum remarked. “It’s just the four of us for now, and providing a new portal world once in a while is enough to keep us in the black for a very
 long time.” Now that they were being offered for public sale and not just to mage Houses, even with a number of restrictions and a fixed price, there was essentially no limit to how much money he could make.

Most of that money was being reinvested by Lucy, because stacks of cash sitting around was useless, and he was happy enough to leave it to her. If most of the investments were in supernatural businesses, that was fine with him. It wasn’t like their bank account was lacking.

“You can’t just hang out having barbeques for the next hundred years,” Gayle pointed out. “Okay, I guess you could
 , but I think you’d get tired of it.”

“Ha.” Callum chuckled, watching Alex get absolutely smeared with barbeque sauce. “Well, I’ve got my family, and I’ve still got to learn how to be a half-decent mage. I know like five tricks, and that’s it. My enchanting repertoire has expanded a bit, but there’s still so much I don’t know, and stuff I don’t know how to even start figuring out.”

“And most spatial knowledge rests with Archmage Duvall,” Gayle noted.

“Yeah, there’s that. I don’t think she’s going to be happy to see me anytime in the next forever,” Callum said.

“I’m sure she’ll get over it in a decade or two,” Gayle said. “It’s not like your Houses are really competing, except for portal and teleport enchantments maybe. But you’re not willing to go out with House teams, nor can you stabilize space, so there’s plenty of room.”

“Maybe,” Callum said doubtfully, picking up his glass of lemonade and taking a sip. “I’m not too worried either way, though. She wants to ignore me, and I’m happy to ignore her.”

“We’ve got plenty of things to occupy our time,” Lucy said as she entered the conversation, returning after changing Alice. “But I have to admit it’s nice that it’s all stuff I want
 to do rather than stuff I have
 to do. Never figured I’d be retired before thirty but there it is.”

“One of the advantages of being part of a mage House is that you wield considerable resources,” Gayle agreed, then her lips curled upward in a smile. “Also that nobody can tell you what to do.”

“Yeah! I mean, look what happened to the last people that tried to tell us what to do!” Lucy laughed and Callum shook his head, somewhat amused. It might have been in bad taste to gloat, but he did
 have more than a small amount of satisfaction that the authoritarian GAR was gone, and the more oppressive archmages dead, intimidated, or bribed into silence.

He never would have imagined that he’d have his own private dimension after his first, disastrous introduction to magic. Callum could still remember that he was just thinking about changing his identity, learning a few things, and staying under the radar. That had definitely not happened, and despite all the stress and worry of the past few years he wouldn’t trade where he’d ended up for anything.

“C’mon dad! Let’s go play squirtguns!” Alex came running up, his face and hands a mess of barbeque sauce. Lucy took one look at him and dissolved into giggles. Callum snorted.

“Sounds good, kiddo, but I might have to throw you in the creek first,” he said, standing up. Alex laughed and ran off, with Callum chasing behind.




Epilogue

Alexander channeled his vis through the Jumper, and watched the new portal form through the camera feed.

“Every time I see a new world, it just makes me think how weird it is your dad doesn’t care about exploring,” Jennifer said, as a massive crystalline spire appeared through the opening, specks circling around it and glinting in the sunlight. If he had to guess, Alexander would say there was an actual civilization there. It wouldn’t be the first one, but very few liminal spaces had people.

“It is a bit of a shame,” Alexander said to his wife. “He’s practically the perfect explorer, but I guess if he did we wouldn’t be able to. We should be glad he’s the most boring archmage.” Despite his words, his voice was fond. Callum really was rather staid, even moreso than some archmages centuries older than him, but he’d pioneered half the enchantments the Jumper used and had supported Alex’s desire to explore.

“No, this is a lot of fun.” Jennifer’s hand hovered over the button that would send them through the portal. “Are we ready?”

“Looks like,” Alex said, glancing over the sensor readouts. The foci that created the inch-diameter dimensional portals were located in their own sealed chamber, chock full of both technological and magical sensors. More than once the destination on the far side had been unlivable, or even outright hostile. When it came to portal worlds, a hostile landscape could be far more literal than the term normally implied.

Jennifer hit the button, and the Jumper was wrapped in a teleportation matrix, a small thread going through the portal to unfold on the other side and shift the Jumper through. The vehicle was the size of a van on the outside, but was effectively far larger thanks to the spatial connection back to Earth’s moon. Most of that size was given over to armor and enchantments to make sure it could safely traverse all the environments they might find.

There was a spatial stabilization enchantment woven through the whole thing, to allow them to cross into the odder portal worlds, like Mictlān, while keeping the gravity the same as Earth’s. A separate enchantment allowed the Jumper to float and even fly, if not at the speeds of his father’s drones. The matte metal craft hovered over the exotic grasses of the alien world, and a brilliant sun shone in through the protective glass.

Alex sent out a vis pulse, amplified by the skin of the ship, using his own particular aspects to appraise the surroundings beyond what he could see. Gravity was straightforward enough, and he could tell that the portal world had something close to normal. There were enough mana anomalies within the closest few miles that he was pretty sure someone or something was doing a lot of magical manipulation, however.

His other aspect was more complicated. It wasn’t just light, it was electromagnetism
 . Electric and magnetic fields and charges. His mother had been fit to be tied over what that meant for his ability to compromise electronics, but mostly it was useful for spotting technology. Or even magitech. Civilization produced far different types and concentrations of energy than nature did, even if that civilization was strange by human standards.

Alex’s initial impression was proven right as the vis pulse picked up what felt like electrons moving through crystal in a set of parallel lines sweeping a half-mile under the ground. More complex energy patterns flowed through crystalline hulls in the air ten miles above their heads, showing that it was based on technology as much as magic. That only made sense, since most magic didn’t act like what human mages could do, and reproduce most of what physics allowed.

“A crystal based tech, or magitech, maybe?” Alex hazarded, as the vis pulse faded.

“Ooh. That sounds like it could be fun,” Jennifer said, as she started sending out messages. The dragons were the de-facto ambassadors, the ones that actually made contact with other civilizations. Not only did they have more experience, their avatars were expendable enough that a worst-case scenario simply wasn’t. “That big tower is very pretty. If it’s all like that, this place is going to be gorgeous
 .”

“Maybe we can get some pieces for our estate,” Alex said, considering the unbroken shimmering expanse of the megastructure. He’d found his own liminal world for his own home, even though he could
 have built on one of the other islands in his parents’ dimension. Partly for the symbolic distance, since with teleports it wasn’t like anyone was all that far away, but mostly because he liked having four seasons and not just the one.

“So long as they’re friendly,” Jennifer sighed. “Though I can always do some charity work,” she said, volunteering the use of her own healing aspect. Between enchantments and his own abilities, Alex could deal with most problems, but actually fixing people required something special. That wasn’t why he’d married her, but it came in quite useful during their travels.

He flooded the travel enchantments with vis, sending the Jumper forward toward the spire. After several minutes they approached a town, but the spire hadn’t seemed to get any smaller. Alex had to revise his estimate of how damn big it was — and how big the things circling it were.

“Taisen is going to have a fit,” Jennifer said, looking up at it. “If they built that, they’re not going to be too impressed with earth’s tech. Or ours, for that matter.”

“Maybe,” Alex cautioned. “There might be something about their magic that lets them make really big stuff, but doesn’t help with anything else,” he said, watching something very much like a train slide into a station on shining rails. It was obvious from the clean lines of the town, all built from various shades of crystal, that there wasn’t muscle-powered squalor sprawling everywhere.

The glamour should
 keep the Jumper invisible, and he pulsed his vis a couple times to make sure there was nothing active searching for them, but Alex knew not to rely on magical concealment. It wouldn’t have worked on his dad, for example, and Callum had been clear enough how too many assumptions could be lethal. There was a reason the Jumper had several failsafes to teleport them to a secure location, just in case. Fortunately, Shahey wasn’t long.

The avatar he sent was clearly meant to impress, in formal dress with medals and ribbons, over-tall to the point of having to hunch over in the Jumper. His wings threatened to bump into handles and buttons, but they never quite did as he peered out through the window. Jennifer looked like she was trying to strangle a smile at the oddly graceful clumsiness and not quite succeeding.

“If nothing else they have style,” Shahey concluded. “Let me out here and I’ll see what they’re like. I’d like you to hang around for a bit in case it seems worth it to ask your father to open a permanent portal.”

“No problem,” Jennifer said, and toggled the airlock door for Shahey. They watched his winged form swoop down toward the outskirts of town before it vanished. When they chose to use it, dragon invisibility was impressive. They could even fool Callum’s eyes, though not his other senses.

“What odds do you give?” Alex asked. One of the civilizations they’d found had been so early that writing hadn’t yet been discovered, and another had been so intensely xenophobic that the dragons had simply decided it wasn’t worth the effort. Neither species had been human-like either, but with all the jumping back and forth between regular universes and liminal spaces the Jumper had gotten quite far away from Earth in any direction that could be conceived.

“They have to be at least slightly
 friendly if they’ve built big,” Jennifer suggested. “Unless they’re ants, that means cooperation. But a portal world, I don’t know. There might not be a night sky and nothing to suggest there’s anything else in the universe.” Jennifer chewed her lip as she looked down at the town. “I’d like to hope they’re friendly, at least.”

“We can hope,” Alex agreed.

***

Alice trimmed her fruit trees with shears, physical and mundane instruments that she preferred to the foci other mages used. The few that gardened, anyway — most mages didn’t seem to have many hobbies that weren’t focused on their magic, which Alice thought was pretty stupid. Her parents certainly thought so, and they had made out pretty well.

A garden had absolutely nothing to do with her magic, though she did ply her specific talents to water the plants. Not to mention feeling out the hydration and nutrition, since she’d gone with internal reinforcement instead of a shell, and learned most of her craft from Uncle Huitzilin. At the time she hadn’t thought too much about it, but in hindsight it was obvious that she couldn’t have learned from House Harper, where she’d probably gotten the water aspect from in the first place.

She stepped back and eyed her work, then reached out to adjust the enchantments she’d made to control the light of her home. Unlike her parents or her brother, she didn’t reside in the endless liminal spaces of the universe, but rather in the real world. Though admittedly, not on Earth.

There were still portals, of course, since the depths of space had no mana, but the habitat itself spun in the blackness all by itself, far away from any planet. It wasn’t even a supernatural effort as such, mostly using standard technology. The only real reliance was the gravity enchantment for very slow propulsion and the spatial gates for travel or shipping.

She felt a portal open in her house and turned to wander back inside. Even if she didn’t have the range of her dad, not quite yet, she could at least sense that much. It helped that she could detect the shape of the person who stepped through by the moisture they displaced. Since that particular portal led back to her parents’ house, she knew who it was right away.

“Hi, mom!” She said cheerfully, and enfolded the much smaller woman in a smothering hug. Some trick of genetics, or possibly something to do with the internal reinforcement, had made Alice tower over both her parents by a full head. Something she found endlessly amusing.

“Hi, sweetie,” Lucy said in a muffled voice, and waggled the pot Alice had pinned against Lucy’s side with her embrace. “Alex sent over another plant for you.”

“And you wanted an excuse to come out to the space station.”

“And I wanted an excuse to come out to the space station,” Lucy agreed happily as Alice let her go. “Callum still gets people complaining that you’re out here rather than doing whatever it is that mages are supposed to do.” She rolled her eyes as Alice took the pot. It looked ordinary enough, but there was a small portal in the bottom to let the plant’s native magic leak through, which was how they’d ended up dealing with plants from other realities.

“Can’t he just do his death stare thing at them?” Alice asked, examining the pot. The sapling inside had tiny crystalline leaves, like it was made out of quartz, but she could feel the sap running through it.

“Only if they actually dare to ask in person, which they don’t,” Lucy said with a laugh. “The Ghost is still a bit of a legend, even if he hasn’t had to do anything for a couple years now.”

“For the best,” Alice said. Her dad was often times boringly normal and sometimes a little goofy, but when he had to be The Ghost he was a totally different person and very much not himself.

“I would’ve had him come but he’s out with Alex and Shahey.” Lucy told her, following her outside. Both of them stopped for a moment to look at the great transparent wall at the end of the habitat, too big to be called a window, that looked out on stars and the tiny specks of distant planets. “You know, I really love this view.”

“It is pretty good,” Alice said modestly. The habitat was an enormous rotating cylinder – far cheaper than trying to create a gravity enchantment large and powerful enough for that – and the interior was mostly greenery, but the far wall always showed the stars.

Her garden of unique plants stretched out behind her house, far enough to the left and right that they actually climbed up the curve of the cylinder, all of them from different liminal worlds and universes. Most of them were unremarkable, save for the colors and shapes, but some of them were predatory, poisonous, or held more subtle magical dangers. Some of them made miracles.

She put the pot into the space reserved for incoming plants, not worried at the moment about the climate. Alex had been sending her plants for years and he’d never failed to provide the information she needed. Instead she handed Lucy a basket and the two of them went out to pick some impossible fruit, things that even the fae would envy. There were glowing spheres, hovering grapelike clusters that seemed connected by invisible stems, even long red spirals that played soft, chiming music.

Alice had by far the largest plot of land on the station, which could be considered nepotism, but the entire habitat was owned by House Wells. It wasn’t really cheating if it was her family’s to begin with. The produce of her garden was mostly just for her family, especially some of the more potent things that had real value. Nobody needed to know about the seeds that could permanently increase vis capacity, or the fruit that provided a few minutes of near-invulnerability.

Some things were just too dangerous to offer on the open market, even for The Ghost.

Lucy took a hearty bite of her favorite fruit, which looked like a purple strawberry, tasted like sour mangosteen, and probably added a few years to her life. Alice had tried them herself and, while her mother and brother loved them, she couldn’t stand the sour things.

“Your garden is great,” Lucy said, as she always did. “I’ve got to come here more often,” she added, as she always did.

“You can come over anytime, mom,” Alice said, giving her mother a sideways hug.

“I know, sweetie, but I don’t want to crowd you,” she said, taking another bite of strawberry-mangosteen-life-extension. “Though maybe you’ll want to think about getting more people here,” she added with a sly grin. “You’re never going to meet any men in the depths of space.”


“
 Mom,” Alice complained.

“Or women?”

“Mom!”

“What?” Lucy asked innocently.

Alice just sighed and shook her head.

***

Gloran Golarn, the best assassin on three worlds, shrouded himself as he approached the portal. It was different from the Crystal Span, which connected the three worlds of reality — Soria, Loreth, and Gendarn. This was some sort of strange magic, but clearly crude and poorly made. There was nothing sleek or smooth to the design, a mere protected circle with a ramp through the middle.

Nor were the people themselves very impressive, lumpen and dull and probably stupid as well. Surely they’d simply taken the magic to cross worlds from someone else. He didn’t imagine they really knew what they had, since they were so careless as to make the portal actually go to a proper city.

He flitted through the portal into the room beyond, which was lit with crude electrical
 lighting so unlike the illumination that civilized folk used. Gloran had already seen the use of electricity start to spread through Loreth, where the otherworldly visitors had appeared, and he hated it. No wonder his masters sent him to remove the foreigners.

Gloran wasn’t the only anthren on the other side, as wealthy merchants and wealthier tourists flowed through the small passage. He breezed past them all, invisible and ineffable, out through the trade facility and into the open air of the place they called Earth. Some rubes gawked at what was on the other side, but Gloran just saw ugly towers jutting from the ground, a mockery of the grandeur of the Crystal Span.

At least the towers made it obvious where the important targets were. Gloran had intelligence from other agents on what to look for and where, the names and locations. Clearly the so-called humans were incredibly foolish to allow such easy access, but he wasn’t going to complain about something that made his life easier.

He scaled up the side of the tower that housed the portal, past flat planes of glass, heading to the uppermost floor. It was a common wisdom that was true for as long as anthren history had persisted. All you had to do was kill the king.

The top of the tower housed the head of the enterprise that controlled the portal into the three worlds, even humans realizing that the lofty heights were meant for those of great prowess. Though Gloran wasn’t all that impressed with those he saw through the windows, all of them weak and small. They seemed to be doing paperwork
 , even.

It was only when he reached the top that he saw the quality of furnishings and decorations that he would have expected from a proper leader. Less impressive than even a moderately powerful lord from the three worlds, but at least approximating the correct trappings of power. The man behind the desk wasn’t any stronger than the rest, though. The foreign magic these humans used wasn’t as easy to discern, but just looking at the person’s stance and bearing it was obvious the man had no physical ability.

That made it boring, but at least it’d be fast and he could move on to other targets. There were a number of leaders on Earth, almost as if it were dozens of worlds rather than one, not to mention some stranger forces. The human mages, the bizarre shifters, and something known as fae. Getting to those
 leaders would be harder, but he was sure that agents would be drawn to the initial deaths and it would be easy enough to follow them back.

He ghosted straight through the windowpane, exercising his own special technique, and dropped silently onto the carpet of the floor. Gloran’s blades made no sound as he withdrew them from their special sheaths, his body still invisible as he took two steps forward. Just as he was about to pounce, there was a faint noise.

He whipped around to deal with the ambusher, surprised and impressed that someone had been able to bypasses his senses, when a wave of weakness crashed over him. His stealth failed, and even his weapons crumbled from the blast of something
 , though all he could see was a tiny hole in space.

Gloran crumpled to the ground, all the strength gone from his limbs. He was still struggling to rise again when a stream of water poured from a glass on the bemused man’s desk. Gloran’s target didn’t seem at all surprised as the water came down next to Gloran, building a doorway that a man and a woman stepped through. The woman captured his attention, as she didn’t look like a human, and unlike everyone else he’d run into she did
 seem powerful. Part of him was satisfied that he had been right, that he could draw out the true
 rulers of Earth with their pawns, but the rest of him was frozen in horror from having all his powers drained. The man snapped his fingers and Gloran found himself lifted by an invisible force, looking into two pairs of cold eyes.

“You were right,” she said, clearly not to either him or her partner. “He stinks of death. I’ll take him back and question him.”

“You,” Gloran managed to croak, wondering how exactly she spoke his language. “How did you take my magic?”

“I didn’t,” the woman said dismissively. “The Ghost did.”

Worlds away, Callum stopped paying attention to the drama. He’d spotted the assassin and taken care of it, and that was where it ended for him. Most of the time, he was just Callum Wells, and that was fine. When someone needed him, The Ghost was there.

END OF PARANOID MAGE

 


Afterword

Paranoid Mage has been a wild ride from start to finish. The huge success, the attention – good and bad – that it attracted. I’m glad so many people liked it and found it a fun read. It’s definitely not perfect though, and I think one of the biggest problems is with mismatched expectations.

I knew when I started that Callum would have to remove the mage governmental structure, and to do that in a moral way would mean he couldn’t just murder his way through it. But the first book didn’t really hint at any of that so the entire vibe of Book 1 and even Book 2 was entirely different.

Then there was letting Callum become a drone operator. While it made perfect sense within the ruleset I put forth for magic, Callum’s mini-portal chaining that let him do everything remotely really stymied a lot of the fun action from 1 and 2. It wasn’t obvious at the time how badly that’d affect things, and of course given Callum’s personality he wouldn’t dare approach things any other way.

There was also a somewhat smaller niggle that was still definitely an issue, and that was how my attempt to keep everything condensed and on point meant that the pacing was very pedestrian over the books. It all felt the same, more or less. Coupled with my struggles to move the story into the final act at the beginning of Book 4 it made things slog a bit.

Still and all, it turned out well. It was definitely a fresh take in a lot of ways, and did some really fun things — like Ray and Felicia being the background “normal urban fantasy protagonist” characters. I don’t know that I’ll be returning to the world of Paranoid Mage any time soon — if anything, setting some far future sci-fantasy there would make more sense, since I had to do quite a bit of dancing around to keep it from being pinned to any specific date or include any specific political developments.

For now, I’ll be moving onto a completely different story – and I hope you all will join me.
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